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         About the book


         The issue of cohesion and the policies associated with it are concerns not only for

            supranational entities such as the EU, but also for nation states and regions alike.

            Traditional instruments for promoting cohesion include symbolic, economic and social

            policies. However, given the contemporary tensions at both the international and domestic

            levels, attempts to create or maintain ›cohesion‹ are so important that innovative

            approaches must be pursued. This book asks to what extent spatial and urban planning,

            in their claim to be more than just sectoral policies, have contributed to the cohesion

            of societies over the last 30 years: at European, intergovernmental, national and

            regional levels – in times of challenging transformations on all spatial levels. The

            book is therefore divided into three parts, which examine the achievements and shortcomings

            of cohesion policies in their theoretical assumptions, at national and regional level,

            and in intergovernmental cooperation. The various contributions show that spatial

            cohesion policies are significant factors for the cohesion of societies even beyond

            their borders, but that these have too often not received the recognition they deserve.
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Introduction

            


            Detlef Briesen and Wendelin Strubelt


         


         European Patchwork is a frequently used term: on the one hand, it attempts to describe the small-scale

            diversity of Europe in its various dimensions, culturally, linguistically, socially

            and economically. On the other hand, European patchwork also means that Europe, at

            least its western part, was always stitched together in some way, to continue using

            the symbol of a European patchwork. The Old Continent has been a rather coherent whole for many centuries, a space for interaction between

            political and societal elites but also mass movements, cultural traditions and shared

            values among them, with common characteristics and, above all, continuous and non-disruptive

            transitions from neighbouring country to neighbouring country or from border region

            to border region: For example, between Denmark and Sweden, Germany and Austria, Poland

            and the Czech Republic, France and Wallonia, etc. European cohesion policy, in particular

            through ERDF, ESF, and Cohesion Funds focuses on both, on manifold differences and

            on diverse similarities and connections in Europe and attempts to harness them among

            other instruments through a spatially oriented funding policy which pursues very different

            objectives.

         


         [image: The European patchwork]

               Figure 1: The European patchwork


               Source: BSO Alexander S. Heitkamp, https://www.buchstabenorte.de


            


         


         Therefore, our topic, cohesion policy and spatial planning in Europe, has many connotations

            and requires more precise definitions in this introduction. The latter, spatial planning,

            seems easier to define than cohesion, at least if we look at the Torremolinos Charter:

         


         

            “Regional/spatial planning gives geographical expression to the economic, social,

               cultural and ecological policies of society… It is at the same time a scientific discipline,

               an administrative technique and a policy developed as an interdisciplinary and comprehensive

               approach directed towards a balanced regional development and the physical organisation

               of space according to an overall strategy… Regional/spatial planning contributes to

               a better spatial organisation in Europe and to the finding of solutions for problems

               which go beyond the national framework and thus aims to create a feeling of common

               identity, having regard to North-South and East-West relations.” (European Conference

               of Ministers Responsible for Regional Planning 1983, 3)

            


         


         But what does this have to do with cohesion or even cohesion policy? And what is the

            aim of a European cohesion policy through spatial planning? To at least touch upon

            the entire scope of our topic, we have chosen two approaches to defining the term:

            firstly, that of a historian interested in spatial planning and secondly, that of

            a spatial planner interested in history.

         


         

            

               
Cohesion Policy and Spatial Planning as Instruments for Strengthening European Integration

                  and Identity?

               


            


            From the perspective of a historical analysis of spatial practices, such efforts by

               the EU appear to point primarily to its integration and identity policies. The basic

               assumption here is that: The idea of cohesion is based on the notion that people in

               a societal/spatial unit have something in common or at least should have something

               in common at all levels of society (from everyday life to the highest political sphere)

               to make their coexistence easier. That people in a societal and spatial unit must

               have things in common is not only a highly controversial normative claim, but also

               even an ideological and political minefield. Therefore, to arrive at a definition

               of cohesion, it may be permissible here, to look at the most precise contemporary

               terminology, which is existing, that of modern physics. It distinguishes between cohesion

               and adhesion.

            


            Cohesion describes the phenomenon whereby binding forces, known as cohesive forces,

               act between the particles of an entity: i.e. binding forces between atoms and between

               molecules within a substance. Adhesion, on the other hand, refers to binding forces

               acting between the particles of different entities, known as adhesive forces, such

               as physical interaction, mechanical interlocking of materials and chemical bonding.

            


            Cohesion would thus be the intertwining of the individual parts of an entity based

               on the binding forces within it, while adhesion would be the intertwining beyond the

               boundaries of the individual bodies. Applying these definitions to the above-mentioned

               policies within societies, economic, social, cultural and ecological policies or objectives

               of spatial planning, for example, it becomes clear what complex concepts are addressed

               by the topic of spatial planning as an instrument of cohesion policy: This presupposes

               that the objects of cohesion policy actually form a unity – in the case of spatial

               planning, this means municipalities, districts, regions, nation states and, finally,

               the European Union, which is the focus of this publication. Or that they should be

               joined together for normative reasons. One could therefore provocatively ask whether

               cohesion policy, as an attempt to create unity through various specialist or cross-sectoral

               policies, is not rather a policy of adhesion – in the sense that things that are not

               aligned are to relate to each other.

            


            Policies designed to promote cohesion are therefore not entirely unjustifiably suspected

               of being normative prescriptions of integration and identity. Such explicit or implicit

               normativity can be demonstrated using two classic 19th-century constructs of integration

               and identity: nationalism and the idea of society. Nationalism is the imposition of identity from above, as was all too often the case in national identity policies from around 1850 to

               1950: in France, for example, the aim was to turn peasants into Frenchmen, and the political instruments of nationalisation used by the ruling classes at the

               time included compulsory schooling and military service. Since Durkheim, there has

               been a counter-model to this, according to which all people live in a society which is nothing but a form of natural, not imposed solidarity. They are therefore

               connected to each other through interactions at various levels, these activities are

               structured, and every newborn human being is socialised into these. A deeper analysis,

               however, asserts that such natural solidarity is nothing more than another expression

               of the bourgeois nation state of the 19th century and that people living together in a society do not necessarily have that

               much in common, and that the society may not even exist, but only a socialisation of individuals into varied associations

               (see Simmel for example). Or, conversely, that these individuals are not even at peace

               with themselves and their identity. These ideas already form the basis of today’s

               views on identity and integration, according to which there is no such thing as a

               uniform human personality and therefore no simple and clear connection between an

               individual and a few cohesive basic structures. This is also known as the concept

               of multiple identities (Precht 2007).

            


            As social scientists, we have certainly opened a topic of enormous scope and great

               relevance, because the question of what holds the societal world of human beings together at its core is a huge topic for us, one that we cannot adequately address or even answer in this

               introduction. In addition, there are terminological ambiguities associated with the

               use of the word cohesion in a social science context. The various languages of Europe

               express the phenomenon in different ways: in English for example cohesiveness, solidarity,

               coherence, in Roman languages cohésion, coesione, cohesion, in Germanic languages

               Zusammenhalt, samenhang, sammanhållning or all words that fall within the scope of

               the term Heimat (homeland), which will be discussed again below.…

            


            A preliminary and perhaps satisfactory solution to such a complex problem – the connection

               between identity and integration issues and spatial analysis or even spatially oriented

               political practices – may be found by looking at human geography. The most important

               contributions to date in this research area of geography (since we are dealing here

               with policies for space) stem from David Harvey and Derek Gregory. They are both influenced

               by theories of spatial cognition that originate from constructivism. Their ideas are

               fundamental to the construction of spatial categories and the policies derived from

               them. Harvey’s starting point was the concept of geographical imagination, or the

               idea of a spatial consciousness that actively decodes the organic, perceptible and

               symbolic spaces of everyday life (Harvey 1973). Scientific spatial analysis also represents

               a specific form of active construction of space, albeit with scientific pretensions.

               Derek Gregory then went one step further (Gregory 1994; 2009). His achievement lies

               in pluralising this geographical imagination and making it group specific. People

               have different perceptions of space. These are characterised by a broad spectrum and

               are based on the active ordering and appropriation of their environment – from everyday

               pragmatic categories to culturally conditioned symbols and stereotypes. According

               to Gregory, geographers and all others who deal with the order of space that is the

               focus here do not simply find their space, but they construct it actively.

            


            Gregory’s concept of geographical imagination is influenced by the work of Benedict

               Anderson and Edward Said. Benedict Anderson (1983) had already demonstrated in his

               1983 work the extent to which larger spatial entities such as nations are based on

               imagination and are therefore imagined communities. According to Anderson, such imaginations are largely created by elites through their

               influence on the mass media, which offer imaginative inclusion to their readers. Following

               this line of thought, the European Union is first and foremost a political imagination

               actively pursued by certain groups and institutions since the end of World War II,

               as an attempt to overcome the painful experiences of two world wars and enable the

               former major and middle powers of Europe (initially Germany, France, Italy, Belgium

               and The Netherlands) to redefine their role in a radically changed world, initially

               in the bipolar world system of the years between 1945 and 1990 and, since then, in

               a new multipolar world order. Edward Said dealt with the opposite, imaginative exclusion,

               in his work Orientalism (1978) and in Imaginative Geography and Its Representations: Orientalising the Oriental (1979), summarised as follows: Geographical, or in this case spatial-political, imagination

               can mobilise people for political purposes, both internally and externally, for internal

               unity or imperial expansion.

            


            One of the most important findings of such research was that this kind of imagination

               cannot be based on arbitrary assumptions or even constructed at will. Spatial imaginaries,

               such as that described above, work better when they can be underpinned by elements

               of the real world. Various research disciplines have developed criteria catalogues

               for this purpose, for example the crucial relevance of elements of commonality between

               individual group members, which strengthen their sense of belonging to a specific

               place (or in other European languages Heimat, Homeland, Hemort, pays natal, tierra

               natal etc.). Such elements of commonalities include classics of group sociology and

               social psychology, for example the frequency and quality of interaction, homogeneity,

               mutual dependencies, the attractiveness of belonging, competition with other groups

               or organisations, external threats and the extent of options for joining other imaginative

               communities. Applying this again to Europe and its cohesion policy: Europe needs realities, concrete measures in and for reality, to be successful as an imaginative entity

               in the long term. Thus, Europe needs institutions to produce cohesion, be they spatial or in any other way, to ensure the continued existence of the European project. This

               is all the more important given that Europe must compete with other identity offerings

               and that the concept of Europe must assert itself at a time when identities have become

               pluralised.

            


            The key question is therefore what contribution cross-sectoral spatial development

               policy, i.e. European spatial cohesion policy, can make in such a context. And why

               it exists in the first place.

            


         


         

            

               
What are the Benefits of an Active Cohesion Policy as a Spatial Policy?

               


            


            With reference to the above, the following section argues in favour of a European

               integration and identity policy through spatial planning.

            


            However, according to the argument presented here, this spatial planning must be preceded

               by an analysis of the spatial impact of social constellations. Only then can the respective

               policies or plans be developed. Such a process gives rise to concepts, but sometimes

               only slogans, which can become characteristics of spatial policies, such as cohesion,

               but also endogenous development. According to this view, there should therefore be a sequential process of analysis,

               concepts, procedures and, finally, policies.

            


            Sometimes it helps to understand the meaning of a word, especially if it is rather

               used in texts analysing societal and political phenomena, by looking in relevant dictionaries.

               Doing this for cohesion it is surprising to detect, that its meaning in natural science

               contexts – as done before – it is explained in the second row, while at first an explanation

               like this one appears:

            


            

               “Cohesion. Sticking or working together. The state or condition of joining or working

                  together to form a united whole, or the tendency to do this.” (ENCARTA 1999, 371)

               


            


            Following this definition the meaning of cohesion is central for the entire context

               of societal constellations. And this is the target or background of this book, it

               is more the meaning of togetherness or of closeness to arrive at common goals, something

               for all even in a context with other entities via enclosure or exchange, wanted or

               enforced.

            


            Cohesion is, at least in German usage, more of a foreign word or a specialised term

               from the world of science, but it is not commonly used in everyday language, especially

               in relation to social and political contexts. This also applies to the mass media,

               especially the print media. If one were to search for words that come close to translating

               or replacing this English word, which originates from the Romance superstructure of

               this language, one would tend to come up with bond or belonging as positive terms, but these could also be used in a negative sense, for example

               in combination with a term such as demarcation, in English, enclosure or differentiation, but also exchange to define or develop the relationships between entities characterised by cohesion

               in a positive sense and in a dynamic way of use, in the context of spatial developments

               especially those being considered as problematic or even dangerous.

            


            Particularly in the context of spatial developments, the possibility of maintaining

               or developing social cohesion has played a significant role, both positively and negatively,

               i.e. preserving or rebuilding it. When new urban structures emerged with the development

               of industrialisation, accompanied not least by migration from rural areas to growing

               urban industrial areas, completely new challenges arose for the authorities responsible

               for dealing with them reactively, i.e. in terms of planning. On the one hand, new

               workers’ housing estates were built to provide people arriving from different areas with a

               familiar old form of cohesion in creating basic structures of and for human life on earth, but

               on the other hand, densely packed apartment blocks sprang up in the big cities, where

               people living in miserable conditions were forced to find new ways of living together,

               not least with the help of new political movements. Before the First World War, the

               enormous population growth resulted in very different forms of urbanisation in Europe’s

               urban centres, depending on a wide variety of factors such as the respective land

               and building laws, the role of private or state investment, the level of prosperity,

               national traditions and the political objectives of the ruling classes: London, Paris,

               Berlin and the Ruhr region are just a few examples of the very diverse forms of urbanisation

               that emerged by 1914.

            


            These small-scale and large-scale developments had a vehement influence on urban,

               regional and national politics and design. It was actually the birth of spatial planning,

               with fundamental analyses and spatial concepts, some of which were backward-looking,

               but others were also future-oriented. On the one hand, population growth and industrialisation

               presented new challenges for urban planning from the mid-19th century onwards, but

               on the other hand, innovations in technology and science also opened up new options

               for shaping cities and the so-called rural areas. A duality in the design of sustainable

               and independent spaces or regions characterised the end of the 19th century and, even more decisively, the 20th century. Concepts emerged such as that of Walter Christaller, which prescribed central

               locations based on the analysis of individual spaces that had been considered positive

               in their historical development and were now to be transferred to other spaces, in

               some way a turn from analytical descriptions into planning prescriptions – as a kind

               of general regulation and as a new form of competing dualism between these two general

               spatial formations, the urban and the rural. Others, such as the large-scale urban

               projects pursued by Le Corbusier, such as La Ville Radieuse, which spread worldwide

               especially after the Second World War, were intended to create modern forms of urban

               cohesion.

            


            Urban planning as conceived by architects such as Le Corbusier has certainly been

               sharply criticised, particularly in retrospect, and not without good reason. However,

               any objective assessment should also take into account that an attempt was made here

               to create an urban context or cohesion to secure the three central functions of a

               city (housing, work, recreation) in terms of planning. This is still sometimes considered

               the prevailing planning orientation today, even if it means that the colourful and diverse aspects of cities are managed in a rational manner. Here it becomes apparent that the term cohesion is used too generally or too narrowly in relation to diversity and the need to create

               vibrant cities and neighbourhoods.

            


            Overall, we can therefore assume that planning concepts for dealing with the consequences

               of industrialisation and the accompanying urbanisation certainly had social challenges

               and ideas behind them, backgrounds and ideas, but that their social and architectural

               reality has often resulted in anything but coherent spatial forms of society, not

               to mention rural areas, which have tended to be left behind rather than remaining

               connected. It was therefore not surprising that this contrast between the new urban

               areas and the lagging-behind rural areas gave rise to political movements that focused

               on the past in order to achieve change, either forward or backward. In many cases,

               spatial planning became a servant or executive body of such movements, as can be seen

               in the in a section of the discourse on the urban, which is sometimes even characterised

               by outright hostility towards large cities, for example in Germany between 1890 until

               today.

            


            If we now turn our attention to the approaches at EU level to understanding and shaping

               cohesion, it will therefore be important to assess and analyse the spatial effectiveness

               of the objectives and action programmes pursued, including their acceptance, misinterpretation

               or misuse in the respective local and regional context. This is important in terms

               of how such rather general approaches from an EU perspective are received, implemented

               or need to be modified or adapted in the specific areas of the EU at a time that is

               characterised more by change than by continuity, since in particular, worries due

               to change are too often projected on the European Union as being responsible not taking

               into account the global dimensions of change, or their lack of local or regional appropriateness.

               Within the social and political debate on the development of areas, the concept of

               equivalent living conditions has taken on a dominant role. It does not imply the creation of identical spatial

               structures everywhere but rather structures that can guarantee the people living there

               a comparatively adequate basis for life, albeit in different ways. Cohesion, in a

               wider sense, as the basic prerequisite of being able to live one’s own life freely

               and independently anywhere, and not just in certain places, and not being forcibly

               compelled to leave one’s place of origin.

            


         


         

            

               
European Cohesion Policy

               


            


            Against this backdrop, our book examines the links between spatial planning and cohesion

               policy, which has an impact on various aspects of spatial policies and realities.

               Our starting point is European cohesion policy in particular, or perhaps, in light

               of the above, adhesion policy: in other words, a spatial vision and accompanying policies

               that use a variety of instruments, including spatial policy tools, to improve cohesion

               at the European level or perhaps even to generate it in the first place. However,

               even the attempts to get there are controversial from a scientific point of view.

               In general, it can be said that there exist two competing general concepts for planning:

               One which wants to have regions with equal living conditions containing a full set

               of modern functionalities while the other is favouring spatial concentrations processes

               for urban regions. Let us begin with a brief historical overview.

            


            The bond between member states, referred to as cohesion in the European context, was

               one of the explicitly defined main tasks of the EU’s predecessor organisation, the

               EEC, from the very beginning. Such objectives also resulted from the fact that the

               establishment of a supranational European organisation was not without controversy

               in the national context of the founding states, the Europe of Six. Consolidating the

               cohesion of the Community itself was therefore already an important political objective

               when the EC was founded, as stated in the preamble to the EEC Treaty of 1 January

               1958. The establishment of the Community was explicitly intended to help reduce the

               divergences between the individual sub-regions of the Common Market – the European

               patchwork as a result of the long history of European diversity – and bring them to

               a roughly equal economic and socio-political level. With the Single European Act,

               which came into force at the beginning of July 1987, the cohesion objective was given

               even greater priority. The title Economic and Social Cohesion (Title XVIII, Articles 174–178 TFEU) was included in the relevant treaty. In order

               to ensure the optimal use of the funds provided, Article 174 TFEU laid down the principle

               of giving priority to reducing the “lag of the least favoured regions.” Cohesion policy

               finally gained central importance when the Treaty on European Union included “strengthening

               economic and social cohesion” in the list of main objectives of integration policy

               (Article 4(2)(c) TFEU). The Treaty of Lisbon (2007) added a third dimension: territorial

               cohesion. This refers to balanced and sustainable spatial development.

            


            The European Union allocates considerable funding to these objectives through its

               cohesion policy. A total of 325.15 billion euro was available for the period 2014–2020.

               Under cohesion policy, there are three Structural Funds for the following three funding

               objectives:

            


            

               	

                  Convergence (ERDF, ESF, Cohesion Fund), approx. 82 per cent of structural funds in

                     total.

                  


               


               	

                  Regional competitiveness and employment (ERDF, ESF), approx. 16 per cent of structural

                     funds in total.

                  


               


               	

                  European territorial cooperation (ERDF), approx. 2.5 per cent of structural funds

                     in total, not to forget the enormous amount of money coming from the Agriculture Development

                     Fond, supporting mainly the rural regions of Europe.

                  


               


            


            Thus, European cohesion policy pursues several objectives in addition to cross-border

               cooperation between its states, regions and municipalities, such as urban-rural balance

               and the preservation of an internationally competitive agricultural sector as a fundament

               for food security of its population, among other things. The importance of the cohesion

               objective is also reflected in the fact that, in the 2014–2020 funding period, the

               Structural Funds are largely linked to the priorities of the Lisbon Strategy for growth

               and employment: 60 per cent of all expenditure under the Convergence objective and 75 per cent under the Regional competitiveness and employment objective is to be allocated to these priorities.

            


         


         

            

               
Structure of the book

               


            


            Cohesion policy, which is not limited to Europe, is therefore a comprehensive task

               that has not yet been fully appreciated in its (historical and present) overall context

               and, above all, in the context of European spatial planning. We attempt to do so in

               this publication; the individual contributions and the structure of the book therefore

               reflect the systematic nature of this endeavour.

            


            In the first part (History and Future of Cohesion Policies), we deal with questions of European coherence, a corresponding coherence policy

                  and the problems of spatial planning geared towards this in general. Through the contributions of


            

               	

                  Cliff Hague (Facing Polycrisis: Lessons from Fifty Years of Spatial Planning Practice

                     and Research)

                  


               


               	

                  Klaus Kunzmann (Territorial Cohesion, the Magic Stick to Unite Europe)


               


               	

                  Luisa Giovanna Pedrazzini (The EU Territorial Cohesion Policy a Win-Win or Zero-Sum

                        Game?)


               


               	

                  Karl Peter Schön (European Territorial Development Policy: an Unfinished Project)


               


               	

                  Wendelin Strubelt (Some Remarks, Visual Reflections and/or Observations about the

                     Space of Europe, its History and Presence).

                  


               


               	

                  John Bachtler, Carlos Mendez and Ruth Downes (Reform of Cohesion Policy)


               


            


            All authors draw ambivalent conclusions in view of the fact that European cohesion

               policy cannot work miracles in terms of integration policy given the EU’s limited

               powers. Rather, like the European project itself, it is a task that must constantly

               be redefined in light of enormous historical challenges.

            


            In the second part (Cohesion through in Spatial Planning in National Context), we turn our attention to national contexts in which European cohesion policy, the

               departure from it (as exemplified by the United Kingdom) or the political will to

               belong to the European Union (Scotland) bring cohesion and planning policy together:

            


            

               	

                  Maria Prezioso (The Value of Change in Italian Planning)


               


               	

                  Guy Baudelle (French Public Sector Relocation Outside Paris: A Paradoxical and Controversial

                     Spatial Planning Policy)

                  


               


               	

                  Victoria Grau (The B-Side to Brexit? British Policy under the Banner of De-Europeanization)


               


               	

                  Felix Leyendecker (Planning for Independence – The Case of Scotland)


               


               	

                  Markus Hesse (Overcoming Cross-Border Disparities: Planning, Policies and Ideologies

                     in the French-Luxembourg Territory)

                  


               


            


            In the third part (Cohesion Policy within the Context of European Regions), we ask about the effects of cohesion policy within the context of European regions

               and, in particular, cross-border cooperation:

            


            

               	

                  Philipp Gareis (Economic Resilience in European Regions: Going through Diverse Shocks

                     between 1980 and Present)

                  


               


               	

                  Joaquín Farinós Dasí (Rur-urban Partnerships for Ecological Transition in Europe beyond

                     Second Tier Cities. Looking for Real Polycentrism and Territorial Cohesions as Part

                     of the European Model)

                  


               


               	

                  Anna Laura Palazzo, Romina D’Ascanio and Carmen Giannino (Cohesion at the Margins: Addressing Territorial Inequality in Lazio’s Inner Areas)


               


               	

                  Klaus Friedrich (Transnational Retirement Migration towards the European Sunbelt)


               


               	

                  Sylwia Dolzblacz (Dilemmas of Cross-border Cooperation Policy on the Example of Poland)


               


               	

                  Philipp Gareis, Jens Kurnol, and Sina Redlich (Transnational Cooperation for a More

                     Spatially Inclusive Development?)

                  


               


               	

                  Eduarda Marques da Silva Costa (Small and Medium-sized Cities in Spatial Planning:

                     30`s Years of Policies in European Context)

                  


               


               	

                  Jean Peyrony (Territorial Cohesion and Cross-border Regions, out of Territorialism?)


               


            


            In the fourth sub-chapter (Aspects of Cohesion outside of Europe), we use two examples from outside Europe, India and Vietnam, to demonstrate the

               relevance of cohesion policy – on the one hand, Vietnam, a nation state striving for

               cohesion, and on the other, a subcontinent with such a large population and enormous

               diversity that cohesion could only have been achieved by some miracles. Perhaps the

               everyday miracles of India will provide a link to the magic wand of European cohesion

               policy, which Klaus Kunzmann writes about here:

            


            

               	

                  Nguyen Thi Thuy Hang (Regional and Urban Planning in Vietnam: Phases and Challenges

                     and the Significance of European Planning Concepts Today)

                  


               


               	

                  N.K. Kumaresan Raja (Negotiating Post-Colonial Modernity: The Case of Socio-Spatial

                     Transformation in India)
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Facing Polycrisis: Lessons from Fifty Years of Spatial Planning Practice and Research

               


               Cliff Hague


            


            

               “The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to be born: now is the time of

                  monsters.”

               


               Antonio Gramsci.


            


            Europe faces a number of crises, simultaneously: a polycrisis. The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 caused a contraction of real GDP in the EU of 6.1

               per cent (Verwey and Monks 2021). Deficit and debt ratios increased in all member

               states. Across the continent, health systems that were already challenged by aging

               populations, were further pressured by long term increases in physical and mental

               ill-health.

            


            Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which began in 2022, brought war back to

               Europe. In 2025, the Trump presidency in the USA made clear its distaste for the EU

               and withdrew the security that it had provided since 1945. In the Eastern Mediterranean,

               a savage war began in 2023 that saw the devastation of Gaza. The war in Ukraine exposed

               Europe’s energy dependence and saw an escalation and increased volatility in energy

               costs for households and businesses. In the first two weeks after the invasion, the

               price of oil rose by some 40 per cent, coal by 130 per cent, while gas went up by

               around 180 per cent (Adolfsen et.al. 2022).

            


            

               	

                  Energy costs drove inflation which created a cost-of-living crisis. In early 2023,

                     the European Parliament Eurobarometer found 93 per cent worried about the cost-of-living,

                     with very high levels of concern also about the threat of poverty and social exclusion.

                  


               


               	

                  The European Environment Agency (2024) reported that “Europe is the fastest warming continent in the world, and climate risks are threatening its energy and food security, ecosystems,

                     infrastructure, water resources, financial stability, and people’s health.”

                  


               


            


            The generality of these inter-linked crises can obscure their spatial dimensions,

               and the extent to which spatial inequalities are an integral component of the polycrisis.

               For example, the COVID pandemic had different spatial impacts on excess mortality

               rates over a four year period from 2020 to 2023: across 29 European countries excess

               deaths ran at +8 per cent, but for Bulgaria the figure was +17.2 per cent, for Lithuania

               +16.1 per cent and for Slovakia +14.9 per cent, and increased excess death rates were

               significantly associated with the percentage of the population living below the poverty

               line (Pizzato et.al. 2024). The climate emergency is manifested differently in different

               parts of Europe: snow melt, coastal storms, intense heat, wildfires, and floods. In

               the polycrisis, each region is dislocated in its own way, starting from the path it

               had followed previously, making it stronger or weaker to face the challenges ahead.

            


            Polycrisis may look like misfortune, but to respond to it we need to explore how policies

               and practices, along with market dynamics, have increased vulnerability and contributed

               to a further dimension of the crisis, the rise of the far right. I have argued that

               the most fundamental indicator for territorial cohesion is whether a territory holds

               together “as a unit, socially, economically, culturally and politically, or does it

               fragment?” (Hague 2020) That is the prism through which to review the relation of

               spatial planning and cohesion in Europe over 50 years since the mid-1970s.

            


            

               

                  
European Regional Policy in the 1970s

                  


               


               Williams (1996) provided a good overview of the road to cohesion policy. There were

                  spatial disparities across the six nations who signed the Treaty of Rome in 1957,

                  but no shared regional policy. However, by their nature some of the early policies

                  had a spatial dimension, notably those concerned with agriculture, while coal and

                  steel focused on the Ruhr, Lorraine and southern Belgium. In contrast, there was little

                  investment in transport, though the European Investment Bank was to give priority

                  to projects for developing less developed regions.

               


               It was the first enlargement in 1973 that led to a European Regional Policy. The UK

                  joined, along with Ireland and Denmark, and it was the UK that pressed for a system

                  of regional development assistance, correctly anticipating that it would not benefit

                  much from the Common Agricultural Policy. De-industrialisation was already a concern

                  in Britain, and in 1974 the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) was established

                  with a focus on rural areas but also regions faced with industrial decline and structural

                  unemployment.

               


               Despite the European label, the early ERDF was largely an aggregation of regional assistance measures

                  in the nine member states. From 1975 to 1977 each member received a quota of the fund

                  (e.g. Italy got 40 per cent, the UK 28 per cent) and defined its own eligible regions,

                  using the European money to subsidise its regional development programmes, despite

                  additionality being a requirement. In 1978, a modest Europeanisation was achieved by the introduction

                  of a non-quota section, allocated 5 per cent of the funds, and the Commission began

                  to produce reports on the state of the regions. However, at a time when economies

                  were being shaken by the escalation in oil prices, and when traditional well-paid

                  jobs that sustained industrial regions were beginning to disappear, many ERDF-funded

                  projects were small scale, and however desirable at local level, lacked strategy and

                  failed to impact on widening inequalities.

               


            


            

               

                  
The 1980s: Towards Integration and Spatial planning 

                  


               


               The early 1980s were marked by increased European engagement with environmental protection.

                  In part this reflected growing awareness globally, as signalled in 1972 by the UN

                  Summit on the environment, but also there was recognition that national differences

                  in regulation of industrial pollution would distort competition and threaten moves

                  towards closer economic integration. DG Environment was established in 1981 and the

                  Environmental Assessment Directive followed in 1985, bringing European law into the

                  nationally rooted, and locally practised, systems for planning the use and development

                  of land.

               


               The accession of Greece in 1981 widened regional inequalities and meant an immediate

                  reallocation of ERDF quotas. In 1985 it also prompted the creation of a new spatial

                  policy instrument, the Integrated Mediterranean Programmes. By 1988 the Structural

                  Funds were integrated into a more strategic Cohesion Policy.

               


               Meanwhile, deindustrialisation was accelerating and deepening in the north; for example,

                  industrial employment in West Germany began to decline after 1973, and national unemployment,

                  which had been around 1 per cent in the early 1970s, hit 9 per cent by the mid-1980s

                  (Paqué 1990), stimulating a growing range of local economic development practices.

                  These looked to the ERDF to help develop roads and industrial estates, but also the

                  European Social Fund to support training schemes, for example. Programme funding was

                  introduced to ERDF in 1984 to press member states to focus spending in a more integrated

                  and strategic way.

               


               The member states of the Council of Europe (CoE) had set up the Conference of European

                  Ministers responsible for Spatial Planning (CEMAT) in 1970. As Martin and Robert (2002)

                  observed, the CoE was low cost and low political status and so provided an environment

                  where experts could be innovative. In 1984, CEMAT planted a foundation stone for European

                  spatial planning, the Torremolinos Charter, as a “guideline and a reference framework

                  for all who bear responsibility for spatial/regional planning in Europe.” It depicted

                  spatial planning in overarching terms as giving “geographical expression to the economic,

                  social, cultural and ecological policies of the society,” and seeking harmony and

                  co-ordination between sectors and between “scales of decision-making”. It would be

                  oriented to the long-term, and sometimes would transcend administrative and territorial

                  boundaries, and would assist “the equalisation of financial resources.” Democratic,

                  and informed by public participation, spatial planning would be practiced at local,

                  regional, national and European levels. Ambitious objectives were listed for spatial

                  planning: balanced socio-economic development of the regions; improvement of the quality

                  of life; responsible management of natural resources and protection of the environment;

                  and rational use of land. While seeking to “reduce regional disparities,” the Charter

                  sounded a warning against the organisation of space being determined by “short-term

                  economic objectives without taking into consideration social, cultural and environmental

                  aspects.”

               


               At the same time, in the mid-1980s, neoliberalism was politically ascendant, driven

                  from the USA and UK, and enshrined in the Washington Consensus and delivered through

                  the IMF and the World Bank. It prescribed very different measures. In particular,

                  financial de-regulation would mean that banks, not governments, would determine where

                  investment would go. Privatization of state-owned assets and services might cause

                  unemployment but would increase efficiency and national economic growth. The approach

                  was spatially blind, focusing on individuals, businesses, and national outcomes, except

                  in arguing that state subsidies favoured urban populations at the expense of the rural

                  poor.

               


               Thus, by the time of the Single European Act (1988) there were three approaches to

                  European spatial development existing in tension with each other. The traditional

                  regional policy delivered through the ERDF enjoyed a significant increase in funds

                  (driven by Spain) and was being supplemented by the ESF, but it was also pulled by

                  the politics of neoliberalism towards public/private partnerships in projects rather

                  than plans, as industrial regions experienced disinvestment and structural economic

                  change. The neo-liberal paradigm, though primarily targeted at indebted poorer countries

                  had a foothold politically in Western Europe, most notably through the UK, but was

                  not hegemonic. Meanwhile spatial planning was being nurtured by European Commission

                  President Jacques Delors and a small group within DG Regio (Faludi 2002, 8–9). It

                  was advocated in anticipation of widening inequalities following closer integration,

                  and recognition of the need for sustainable development as spelled out in the Brundtland

                  Report (1987).

               


            


            

               

                  
Spatial Planning Research 1975–1989

                  


               


               Language differences and differences in definitions used to compile statistics made

                  pan-European research problematic, with access to the Soviet satellite countries particularly

                  difficult. Where early empirical work on European urban systems was undertaken, it

                  was through the lens of urbanisation trends in the USA, e.g. Hall and Hay (1980).

                  Exceptionally, Wynn (1984) researched urban development and planning in Greece, Italy,

                  Portugal, Spain and Turkey. As the 1980s closed, a study commissioned by the French

                  planning agency DATAR analysed all 165 major cities in the 12 European Community states

                  plus Austria and Switzerland (Brunet 1989). It produced the eye-catching concept of

                  the Blue Banana, the megalopolis stretching from England to Lombardy, which was 18 per cent of the

                  territory but had 47 per cent of urban agglomerations of over 200,000 population.

               


               However, and not surprisingly, it was the shift towards market-led urbanisation that

                  attracted much academic attention. There were two inter-related components. One was

                  the way that cities as physical and geographical entities were being re-imagined and

                  rebuilt. The growth of private sector services and the deregulation of finance saw

                  cities like London, Paris, Milan, Frankfurt, Brussels and Amsterdam become financial

                  hubs and the base for global corporations. The second was the institutional forms

                  and modus operandi that facilitated this transformation, the development corporations that replaced

                  local elected government, and the public-private partnerships. Thus, the interplay

                  between locality, restructuring and globalisation became an important research focus

                  (Cooke 1989).

               


               The early expression of a new forms of urbanism in the USA, and the American dominance

                  of academia globally, meant that theorising post-modern cities was led from California

                  in particular, e.g. Soja (1989). A key theme was gentrification, also often explored

                  in mainly Anglo-American contexts (e.g. Smith/Williams 1986). In broader spatial terms,

                  the narrative was of more fragmented patterns of development, with splurging edge

                  cities (Garreau 1991). However, the formation of the Association of European Planning

                  Schools in 1987 initiated dialogues that would bring together a European spatial planning

                  research community. Some individuals played key roles, Jacques Robert, Klaus Kunzmann,

                  Patsy Healey amongst them.

               


            


            

               

                  
1990–2008: The Golden Age of Spatial Planning in Europe?

                  


               


               While European spatial planning was a marginal concern in the 1980s, and in part able

                  to be advanced by CEMAT because of that, the historic events that closed the decade

                  gave it new significance. The collapse of the USSR dramatically changed perceptions

                  of the European space. The prospect of enlargement within a Single Market created

                  new challenges, opportunities and funding for Cohesion Policy. In 1990 the first CORINE

                  Land Cover dataset was produced by the Environment Directorate General, using remote

                  sensing and a standard nomenclature. The 1989 reform of the ERDF enabled funding of

                  transnational spatial development studies. The interest created by the graphic image

                  of the Blue Banana prompted the commission of a study by Kunzmann and Wegener (1991) that instead interpreted

                  the polycentric structure of urban Europe with an equally fruitful analogy, the Bunch of Grapes.

               


               The Europe 2000 Programme funded studies of transnational regions and the Europe 2000

                  report (CEC 1991) and Europe 2000+ (CEC 1993). Though largely descriptive, these provided

                  a useful baseline; it is easy to overlook how little was known, and how little EU-wide

                  data was available at that time. As Martin and Robert (2002 48) explained, these studies

                  were done by a network of experts “under instructions of civil servants of the European

                  Commission.” Faludi and Waterhout (2002) provide a thorough account of the key actors

                  and events during the 1990s that led to the publication of the European Spatial Development

                  Perspective (ESDP) (Commission of the European Communities 1999). Essentially, national

                  civil servants played a strong role: though experts and consultants were still used,

                  the preparation became closer to national politicians. Meanwhile, another building

                  block, the Compendium on Spatial Planning Systems (CEC 1997) had been prepared.

               


               The ESDP set three objectives: economic and social cohesion; conservation of natural

                  resources and cultural heritage; and more balanced competitiveness of the European

                  territory. There were also three policy aims: polycentric spatial development and

                  new urban-rural relations; parity of access to infrastructure and knowledge; and wise

                  management of natural and cultural heritage. These represented significant conceptual

                  (and ultimately political) shifts. As Waterhout (2007) explained, the Dutch Presidencies

                  of the EU in 1991 and 1997 gave emphasis to competitiveness and networks. Effectively,

                  this venture into spatial planning massaged the deepening tension between the economically

                  stronger urban core regions in the north-west, and the claims on funds from the poorer

                  regions in the south, and particularly the potential new member states in central

                  and eastern Europe. Trans-EU networks of cities suggested not just a different way

                  of thinking about European space than the traditional core/periphery divide; it pointed

                  to a new, more market-driven direction for policy.

               


               Thus, the idea of spatial planning, and especially polycentric development, became

                  a formula for a political alchemy that could reconcile competitiveness with cohesion.

                  Fostering a number of global economic integration zones would increase Europe’s global competitiveness while also reduce the gap between

                  what was now called the Pentagon (demarcated by London, Paris, Milan, Stuttgart and Hamburg) and poorer regions. This

                  prescription in the ESDP was challenged by Gløersen (2006). He argued that geography

                  made it impossible to create global economic integration zones in Scandinavia as a

                  counterbalance to the Pentagon: yet the Nordic countries had achieved high levels

                  of economic development.

               


               Research in ESPON (the European Spatial Planning Observatory Network) revealed a complex

                  picture of Europe’s spatial development, not captured by either core-periphery or

                  the Pentagon. Though the core was spreading along corridors, there were indeed several

                  strong urban centres elsewhere, mainly capitals, e.g. Madrid, Dublin, Oslo, Athens,

                  but also Barcelona and Gothenburg. There were also holes within the Pentagon, places where disadvantage matched levels that characterised the periphery. Importantly,

                  within the states that had joined in 2004 in particular, growth in the capital city

                  contributed to greater balance at EU scale, but greater imbalance at national scale

                  (Hague/Hachmann 2008). Such states also suffered outmigration, as young people in

                  particular moved to the big cities in EU15 countries. Latvia’s population shrunk from

                  over 2.6 million in 1989 to less than 2.1 million by 2011.

               


               It was becoming evident that cities had recovered their traditional roles as economic

                  drivers, but that the economic space of such cities extended far beyond their administrative

                  boundaries. Equally significant was the emergence of winners and losers in this process

                  – both between and within cities. City regions with a high share of employment in

                  services were generally the more successful. Spatial planning needed analysis at NUTS3

                  and NUTS4 levels, as data at NUTS 0, 1 and even 2 obscured important differentials.

                  However, as the ESPON research programme soon discovered, there was a lack of data

                  across Europe at NUTS 4 (later termed Local Administrative Units).

               


               While the spatial planning project advanced, notably through transnational and cross-border

                  projects under the INTERACT programme, and URBACT which recognised the importance

                  of urban areas, the more complex spatial mosaic that was emerging complicated the

                  traditional basis of European regional policy. This realisation fed a narrative that

                  culminated in territorial cohesion becoming the third arm of cohesion policy in 2009,

                  despite the term having been used only once in the ESDP and being narrowly interpreted

                  in the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty as concerning services of general interest.

               


               The spatial development dilemma that territorial cohesion was meant to solve was summed

                  up in the subtitle of the Green Paper, Turning Territorial Diversity into Strength (Commission of the European Communities 2008). Globalised competition meant the successful

                  cities were critical to Europe’s prosperity, while the widening gap between them and

                  deep rural regions or deindustrialised regions threatened the cohesion of territories

                  across all spatial scales. “Harmonious development” would ensure that every territory

                  would thrive by making “the most of [its] inherent features.” Thus, in this new spatial

                  political economy, spatial planning became a means of enabling endogenous development,

                  identifying and building on assets, forging new connections, facilitating networks,

                  bringing integration across sectors and delivering efficiency and effectiveness, and

                  all within an overarching commitment to sustainable development.

               


               The contribution of polycentric development to realising this ambitious vision proved

                  difficult to spread from Europe. It was mentioned only once in the UN’s New Urban

                  Agenda, and not at all in Sustainable Development Goal 11 (the urban goal). Originating from Germany and France (Nordegio et.al. 2005), even across the

                  continent it gained limited traction. It did provide a focus for transition in spatial

                  policies in Portugal and some of the post-2004 member states, though low-density suburbanisation

                  and edge city spread of business parks, shopping malls and car showrooms became a

                  prominent motif in the post-socialist cities. There was an ambiguity at the heart

                  of the concept that probably helped in building consensus at the time of the ESDP.

                  A metropolis could claim to be internally polycentric; the Pentagon could continue

                  to grow; smaller centres could gain scale by better functional connections and so

                  balance the national territory.

               


               The Territorial Agenda (2007) sought to tie spatial planning and territorial cohesion

                  to the “competitiveness, jobs and growth” agenda of the Lisbon and Gothenburg Strategies.

                  It reasserted the core thinking in the ESDP and added risk management in the light

                  of some recent extreme weather events in Europe. However, there was little indication

                  that sectoral directorates and ministries were persuaded to downgrade their own priorities

                  to achieve the alleged benefits from cross-sectoral integration through spatial planning

                  and territorial monitoring. ESPON revealed that EU agricultural policy particularly

                  benefitted prosperous regions: that made no difference. At national level, spatial

                  planning ministries lacked the power or instruments to deliver horizontal integration,

                  and there was no enthusiasm to take on territorial impact assessments. In 2009 the

                  Barca Report depicted polycentricity as a descriptive tool, not a policy prescription.

               


            


            

               

                  
Spatial Planning Research 1990–2008

                  


               


               The ESPON programme was a significant advance for European scale spatial planning

                  research. It took on the huge, but essential challenge of harmonising data across

                  Europe to build a database. It created tools, maps and spatial analysis across a wide

                  range of topics and forged a transnational spatial planning research community. In

                  the first phase of the programme over 600 researchers from 130 institutions were involved

                  (Böhme et.al. 2006, 98–103).

               


               Work began in 2006, and was closely aligned to the ESDP, but was also shaped by the

                  Lisbon Strategy (Hague/Hachmann 2008), which aimed to make the EU “the most competitive

                  and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world capable of sustainable economic growth

                  with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion,” by 2010. Europe’s connections

                  into global networks were identified. Innovation potential was greatest in urban areas,

                  which were therefore key for the Lisbon Strategy. Small and medium-sized towns, depopulation

                  in less accessible rural areas and the emergence of post-productive countryside were

                  highlighted, with the general recommendation that policy and practice should be built

                  around their territorial potential. One strand of projects assessed the territorial

                  impacts of EU sector policies, not just agricultural policy as discussed above, but

                  also fisheries, research and development, energy, transport, pre-accession aid and

                  the structural funds. Also, in tune with the way thinking about territorial cohesion

                  was moving in the Commission there was work on the challenges faced by certain kinds

                  of geographical regions – border regions, coasts, mountain areas, islands and outermost

                  regions.

               


               ESPON filled out the picture of the diversity of regions across Europe. This proved

                  to be both a strength and a weakness: the evaluation of the programme found that the

                  findings were most valuable at this pan-European scale, but too coarse-grained for

                  use by spatial planning policymakers and practitioners at more local scales. In addition,

                  the reports in English were a linguistic barrier, and were also impossibly long for

                  busy practitioners to read and absorb (Rambøll Management 2006).

               


               Work in ESPON drew on outputs from the wider research community in regional studies.

                  This included themes such as urban entrepreneurialism and competitive cities, innovation

                  systems and networks, and urban sustainability. Above all, during this period, ESPON

                  research contributed to better understanding of scale and territorial restructuring

                  at a time when nation states were thought to be losing their pre-eminence, as “glocalization”

                  (Swyngedouw 1997) connected global and local (particularly city-region) drivers. The

                  new regionalism excited academics and politicians not just in Europe, but also in the USA. National

                  economies were aggregates of regional economies, which had become important units

                  for analysis and policy making. In the globalised economy, where competition is ubiquitous,

                  regions are economic spaces whose performance is significantly shaped by endogenous

                  actions and institutions. Hubs, networks and flows matter more than morphological

                  space and places between them.

               


            


            

               

                  
Leaps to the Polycrisis: The Period since 2009

                  


               


               The financial and economic crisis that swept through Europe in 2008 had its origins

                  in the USA in housing and in banks who created new financial products. None of these

                  triggers had attracted much interest from European spatial planners; they did not

                  feature in the ESPON 2006 programme. Yet they would have dramatic and enduring territorial

                  impacts across Europe, and feed into other crises.

               


               Coming into effect at the start of 1999, the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) sought

                  to control spending by member states. It set a cap at 3 per cent of GDP on budget

                  deficits, and at 60 per cent of GDP on national debt. Thus, when the crisis hit Europe,

                  not surprisingly it was smaller and poorer countries who were immediately hardest

                  hit: banks were bailed out and sovereign debts mounted, with austerity policies eroding

                  public services. Average EU Government debt to GDP had been 62 per cent in 2007: it

                  reached 86.9 per cent in 2014, then fell until the COVID crisis pushed it to 90 per

                  cent in 2020 (Macchi 2025). Not until 2017 did the EU economy return to something

                  similar to its pre-crisis state (European Union 2019).

               


               COVID effectively made the stringent SPG conditions unenforceable: by the autumn of

                  2022 the debt-to-GDP ratio of Greece was 171.3 per cent (Liberto 2023). The combination

                  of these two periods of crisis, and the fiscal orthodoxy which defined the EU response,

                  was highly damaging to the ideal of territorial cohesion, and overwhelmed the optimistic

                  narrative of European spatial planning about balance, the strength of diversity, sustainability,

                  equal access to services and the synergy of competitiveness and cohesion. A third

                  of EU regions had not returned to 2008 GDP per head, while real GDP per capita had

                  actually declined from 2000 levels in some regions in southern Member States (European

                  Commission 2024, xv). It should not be forgotten that some regions in countries that

                  joined the EU in 2004 had never recovered from the impacts of transition on jobs.

               


               Migration was also characterised by non-linear shocks. In 2005 and 2006 the EU experienced

                  inward migration on an unanticipated scale: over one million people came, driven by

                  war and terror. By definition, migration is a spatial process: people came from Syria

                  in particular but also from countries of origin and transport in Africa, and arrived

                  particularly, but not exclusively, in Turkey, Greece and Italy (European Commission

                  2017).

               


               Faced with these challenges, the EU and member states prioritised competitiveness,

                  jobs and growth, which in turn were being generated by the major urban centres. Polycentric

                  development was given only two mentions in the Ninth Cohesion Report (European Commission

                  2024), and one of those was in the context of large urban centres. Similarly, spatial planning got only one passing mention. Equal access to services was contradicted by austerity

                  policies and spatial rationalisations of service provision, though the Cohesion Report saw the problem more narrowly as

                  a result of population loss in less accessible rural regions. The EU’s Urban Agenda

                  (EU Ministers Responsible for Urban Matters 2016) acknowledged the polycentric structure

                  of Europe and the need for urban-rural linkages but emphasised multi-level governance

                  and the need for a stronger urban dimension in EU policy. It reflected the recognition

                  that the crises facing Europe – economy, migration, energy, climate – all have a strong

                  urban dimension.

               


            


            

               

                  
European Spatial Planning in a Global Context

                  


               


               In the period when urbanisation began to attract more attention globally, the European

                  conception of polycentric development had little impact. It did not feature in Sustainable

                  Development Goal 11, the urban goal, or in the targets and indicators for that goal. Similarly, it was not mentioned

                  in the Sustainable Urbanisation Strategy (United Nations Development Programme 2016).

                  There was just one supportive mention for “the implementation of integrated, polycentric

                  and balanced territorial development policies and plans” in the New Urban Agenda,

                  and just one in the International Guidelines on Urban and Territorial Planning (UN-Habitat

                  2015). The World Bank and the OECD, influential international bodies, have focused

                  on metropolitan growth rather than polycentric development itself. The spatial planning

                  principle of forging connectivity within an agglomeration has been most confidently

                  applied in China, with the development of “metropolitan circles.” (Shan/Yang 2020)

                  Similarly, China took the idea of spatial planning to a global scale with its Belt

                  and Road Initiative, a trans-continental, infrastructure-led approach to deliver urbanisation

                  and secure supply lines of key raw materials along with connected markets, all backed

                  by multi-lateral financial instruments.

               


            


            

               

                  
Spatial Planning Research since 2008

                  


               


               Faced with these sudden crises, it is not surprising that spatial planning research

                  has sought to find ways that cities and regions can be resilient. Empirical work in

                  the ESPON 2013 programme (Bristow et.al. 2014) found that macroeconomic conditions

                  and national policy regimes influenced regional sensitivity to economic crisis, though

                  there were variations within nation states. A region’s inherited economic structure

                  was a key factor; regions with diversified structures were less vulnerable than specialised

                  regions, while there was also a strong positive correlation between innovation performance

                  and resilience.

               


               Though the words spatial planning were dropped from ESPON’s title, the programme has continued to be a key component

                  of spatial planning research. In prioritising eight Thematic Action Plans it has identified

                  and focused research. The eight are: Climate Neutral Territories; Governance of New

                  Geographies; Places Resilient to Crises; Perspectives for All People and Places (the

                  territorial dimension of social and economic development); Living, Working and Travelling

                  Across Borders; Smart Connectivity; European Territories in Global Interactions; and

                  Nature-Based Adaptation to Climate Change.

               


            


            

               

                  
Conclusions and Lessons from the Post-2008 Period

                  


               


               The polycrisis has impacted on territorial inequalities in Europe. In any crisis,

                  the impacts are less severe, and recovery is faster, in economically stronger regions

                  where there is an institutional network and culture for innovation. Pressures to sustain

                  competitiveness internationally have seen cities, and particularly metropolitan areas,

                  gain increased prominence in spatial policy. This shift was interrupted by the COVID

                  pandemic, which saw some movement away from cities, capitalising on the communications

                  technologies that allowed remote working. Renewed fears of war following Russia’s

                  invasion of Ukraine and the withdrawal of American security support from Europe may

                  yet promote new out-migration from cities. Nevertheless, the Structural Funds have

                  helped deliver a planned transformation of urban infrastructures across central and

                  eastern Europe, as well as upgraded inter-urban transport connections. Thus, despite

                  the crises there has been progress towards territorial cohesion amongst the nation

                  states. Those countries who joined the Union in 2004 achieved an increase in GDP per

                  capita from 52 per cent of the EU average to nearly 80 per cent twenty years later

                  (European Commission 2024).

               


               Yet, the crises and the policy responses widened territorial inequalities, often with

                  already poorer regions and towns, even within prosperous countries, falling into development

                  traps with economic stagnation, weak innovation performance, and out-migration of

                  younger people. The prescription to build on diversity and territorial potentials

                  sounds hollow in those places: a cloak of despair descends when schools close, the

                  trip to a hospital is stretched, public transport is inadequate, and private services

                  disappear. The feeling of powerlessness and decline is then a fertile recruitment

                  ground for far-right politicians. Brexit, the most dramatic illustration of a failure

                  in the cohesion of the European territory, was spurred by precisely these conditions:

                  the youthful big urban centres with their better educated, multi-ethnic populations

                  voted Remain, while what came to be called left-behind places, smaller towns and rural regions, supported Leave.

               


               All this leaves spatial planning with a serious dilemma. Polycentric development, balanced development and territorial cohesion remain ambiguous concepts, which lack a sound theoretical and analytical base. Those

                  ambiguities have been exposed by the crisis years in ways that they were not previously.

                  At EU, national and local scales spatial planning has mitigated rather than reversed

                  unsustainable and inequitable forms of development. Yet there remains a strong spatial

                  dimension to all aspects of the polycrisis. A new wave of endeavour is needed to develop,

                  test and advocate for equitable and effective spatial solutions. Agglomeration economies

                  have relied on state action to manage their diseconomies – congestion, pollution,

                  housing shortages: hollowing out public services will undermine Europe’s competitiveness

                  and cohesion.

               


               What is the future for secondary cities, small and medium-sized towns and rural areas?

                  The future of regions bordering external countries is another challenge to be addressed,

                  along with relations with Europe’s international neighbourhood. Policy integration

                  across sectors remains a theme to be embedded in practice. Resilient energy networks

                  are needed with connections across the continent. The spatial dimensions of a circular

                  economy at different scales should be understood and inform practices. Artificial

                  intelligence opens new ways to develop scenarios and build better spatial foresight,

                  because, as this chapter has sought to show, Europe’s spatial planners need to expect

                  the unexpected.
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Territorial Cohesion, the Magic Stick to Unite Europe

               


               Klaus R. Kunzmann


            


            Cohesion has become the magic stick to unite European territory since EU-regional

               policy has been renamed in 1994. Under the umbrella of the EU cohesion policy a broad

               spectrum of projects is generously co-financed to promote Europe, to win European

               citizens for the idea of a United States of Europe, justify the existence of a strong

               EU Commission and reduce regional disparities by a generous acupunctural support of

               a broad spectrum of local development projects. Due to the Russian attack on the Ukraine

               and isolationistic policies of the US under Donald Trump even security has become

               an argument and reason to support defence and defence related infrastructure. Overcoming

               regional disparities in Europe has been an old dream of the advocators of Europe,

               though history and prospects of a digitalized globe tell that the disparities in Europe

               will persist. No structural policy can close the gap between richer and poorer regions

               in the EU. Cohesion will remain the dream of planners, whether such dreams are envisioned

               in liberal or socialist market-led environments. Europe will only have a common future

               and competitive with the US and China, when abandoning the homeopathic micro actions

               co-supported by the European Commission and address instead particularly those spatial

               challenges that have considerable implications for work and life of people in cities

               and regions. Is there an alternative? The paper will briefly sketch the weaknesses

               of the cohesion policy and argue why territorial disparities in Europe will persist.

               Suggested is instead an alternative policy, which is guided by a functional spatial

               vision of European spatial development. It will only address challenges of European

               importance, leaving out the reduction of national disparities and disparities within

               city regions to lower tiers of governance.

            


            

               

                  
Introduction

                  


               


               Cohesion policy of the EU is justifying an unlimited spectrum of research and development

                  projects, which are skilfully formulated by experts, who know the criteria, that meet

                  the objectives of the policy and please the Commission’s bureaucrats. The success

                  of the policy is continuously praised by the mighty communication arm of the Commission.

                  Reality, however, is that the desired territorial cohesion in Europe can never be

                  achieved. Regional disparities in Europa are the spatial outcome of two thousand years

                  of regional national and religious conflicts, of imperialism and colonial exploitation,

                  of technical innovations, of strategic marriage strategies of the Habsburg and Coburg

                  dynasties and last but not least of generations of power-seeking personalities. Path

                  dependency matters. Hence the promised territorial cohesion will remain a magic stick.

                  Cohesion programmes and policies can only cushion some spatial differences but not

                  turn Sofia into a second London. In the wake of geopolitical interests, the partial

                  departure of the US from Atlantic cooperation, the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian

                  aggression to Ukraine, security has become a much-articulated public concern all over

                  Northern and Western Europe. Recently even the budget of the European Commission has

                  been opened to projects, which promised to strengthen European security. Security

                  has become the reason that is justifying financial support of investments in defence

                  industries and defence infrastructure. This may create security and put Eastern European

                  members at ease but will hardly reduce spatial disparities.

               


            


            

               

                  
Spatial Disparities in Europe

                  


               


               Regional disparities in the EU exist between countries, within countries and within

                  city regions. Since the Treaty of Rome was signed in 1957 regional differences in

                  Europe have been a concern and have also been addressed with some success. First,

                  it started with agriculture to secure the economy of rural Europe and then continued

                  with regional policy, redistributing some of the wealth of urbanized and industrialized

                  Northwest Europe to other parts of the old continent. However, innovation and competitiveness

                  are based on the territorial capital. Despite all well-meant policies and programs

                  creating a favourable context for regional economic development and appropriate governance,

                  endogenous regional conditions could not be changed. The urban system in Europe, where

                  market principles are guiding political decisions on economic development, is not

                  balanced. To this regard spatial planning can only play a modest role. Its traditional

                  advice to promote balanced urban development made by spatial planners (see e.g. Sielker/Humer

                  2024, 140) is laudable but can hardly be realized in market-led economies, as most

                  locational decisions of global and national investors follow other criteria. There

                  is some evidence that territorial disparities between member counties of the EU measured

                  in GDP/capita are slowly declining. Numerous research projects have shown that disparities

                  are growing in a free-market capitalist world, growing between city regions in countries

                  (e.g. between Milano and Palermo) and within city regions. Over centuries cities in

                  Europa have lost their former economic and strategic importance, cities such as the

                  Roman foundations Regensburg or Augsburg in Germany or cities, which were the cradles

                  and technical laboratories of industrialization in Britain and Germany, such as Newcastle

                  and Sheffield in England, or Essen, Bochum and Dortmund in Germany. This is also the

                  case of cities, which benefitted from slave trade during colonialism, such as Liverpool

                  and Lagos in Portugal, Nantes and Bordeaux in France, or Genoa in Italy (e.g. Braudel

                  1993; Judt 1996; Seibt 2002; Le Goff 2003).

               


               Since Roger Brunet and DATAR have published it in a study on urbanization in Europe

                  in 1989, an incorrect image of the European urban system among geographers and planners

                  across Europe has spread. They have widely communicated the banana-image of the European

                  urban system (Brunet 1989; Duehr et al. 2010; Kunzmann 2014). The image, which had

                  become an icon in geography books of secondary schools suggests that the European

                  urban system is dominated by an urbanized belt leading from London to Milan. The image,

                  based on choosy research and designed ahead the fall of the iron curtain, and overlooked

                  the dominance of Paris, the existence of Madrid, Lisbon and that of Athens. It neglected

                  the urban system of Eastern Europe with Warsaw, Bucharest or Kiev. The image of the

                  European Pentagon reacting to banana image also disregarded the importance of cities

                  of European importance in Southern and Eastern Europe (Schoen 2000). The proposed

                  counter-image has been that of a of a bunch of grapes. It suggested that the urban

                  system of Europe is a large network of city regions, where most economic activities

                  are concentrated, and where political and investment decisions are made. Each grape

                  represents a local identity of a larger or smaller city region with a regional language

                  and cultural tradition different from that in another urban grape (Kunzmann/Wegener

                  1991, Kunzmann 2001; Figures 1 a, b and c).
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                     Figure 1a: The banana image of the European urban system


                     Source: Klaus R. Kunzmann


                  


               


               [image: Map: The grape image of the European urban system]

                     Figure 1c: The grape image of the European urban system


                     Source: Klaus R. Kunzmann
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                     Figure 1b: The pentagon image of the European urban system


                     Source: Klaus R. Kunzmann


                  


               


               In recent years, benefitting from globalization and from policies of the EU, the economic

                  distance between member countries has been reduced, at least measured in traditional

                  economic indicators such as GDP/capita. But disparities between for example Luxemburg,

                  Ireland and the Netherlands on one side and Slovakia and Bulgaria in the other side,

                  still dreaming of their socialist past, have rather widened. In Eastern European countries

                  only capital city regions can keep pace with city regions in Western Europe. No EU

                  parliament can introduce a common tax system to stop the widening of disparities.

                  Countries in Eastern or Southeastern Europe hoping to become members of the EU will

                  even increase the differences.

               


               Reducing disparities within Member States is mainly left to economic and spatial policies of national governments. Their policies

                  differ. Compared to other countries, Germany is fairly balanced although the differences

                  between Bavaria and Berlin are still a permanent political issue. The fiscal equalization

                  scheme practiced by the Federal German Government since 1960 is an effort to achieve

                  a more balanced development under this policy. Since decades the chronically poor

                  (!) City State of Berlin and the State of Brandenburg are benefitting from the economically

                  much more successful states of Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg. Even this tax equalization

                  system cannot close the gap. Until today national and EU efforts to reduce regional

                  disparities in Italy or France have not been successful.

               


               Disparities within city regions, between urban core and suburbia, between urban districts are continuously addressed

                  in national policies and programs. They are visible in Paris and Berlin, in Rome and

                  Madrid, in Warsaw and Budapest. No national or local strategy can do more than just

                  cushion the social implications. Regional disparities in Europe will not disappear

                  in the decades ahead. They will persist in all three tiers of planning and decision-making,

                  between Member States in the EU, within the member countries and within city regions.

                  Acupuncture cohesion policy could contribute to cushioning some disparities but not

                  stem against market forces.

               


            


            

               

                  
Future Spatial Development Trends in the EU

                  


               


               Regional development trends in Europe with spatial implications have been documented

                  in numerous ESPON publications and in abundant reports offered by European think tanks

                  and advisors to the European Commission. Europe’s urban system will not change in

                  the decades ahead. Paris and London will remain important economic and cultural hubs

                  in a globalized world that is ruled under market ideology and principles and dominated

                  by the US and the dollar-based financial system. Regional economic development depends

                  too much on industries and services in urban centres, where planning and decision-making

                  takes place, where global investors seek profitable locations and where national interests

                  and priorities are carefully maintained. But there are many regional development trends,

                  on which the EU Commission will have to keep an eye on during the years ahead, trends

                  that require action at the European level.

               


               

                  	

                     In the emerging multipolar world, dominated by the US and China, trade implications

                        and security concerns will force the EU to strengthen its own economy. Policies, which

                        aim to support more economic and security independence will receive political priority

                        over policies aiming to prepare for global warming and address social challenges and

                        inequalities.

                     


                  


                  	

                     The rapidly growing digitalization will further increase the demand for energy. Upon

                        pressure of Member States this will force the Commission to reduce its environmental

                        regulation and push members to follow. Extensive energy demand will have spatial impacts

                        on regions where renewable solar and wind energy can be developed. countries to substitute

                        carbon and oil-based energy from Russia, the Middle East and the US by renewable energy

                        resources and invest in sun and wind power production even in areas, where such energy

                        plantations are not welcome, because people do not financially benefit from the energy

                        change and are fearing for the beauty of their landscape. Coal energy production,

                        where it is still practiced in Poland (and in the Ukraine), will come to an end with

                        further economic consequences for image-impaired coal regions. Nuclear power using

                        new fusion technology will find political support but remain controversial among European

                        governments.

                     


                  


                  	

                     Expectations that accelerating digitalization and AI will change regional location

                        criteria for industries and services will not be fulfilled. Innovative economic development

                        will continue to be concentrated in city regions where the creative economy is located

                        (Florida 2002). This will rather increase spatial disparities within these regions.

                        The resultant growth of city regions and efforts to densify urban development will

                        eat-up more open virgin land at the cost of the environment.

                     


                  


                  	

                     Agricultural production in peripheral rural regions in Europe will be more and more

                        in the hands of large landowners and mechanized agro-industries owned by international

                        hedge funds, operating with inexpensive migrant labour (Copus/de Lima 2015). Resulting

                        from the globalizing trade system and supported by traditional EU agro-policies, they

                        control the European food market at the costs of small-scale farmers.

                     


                  


                  	

                     Overtourism will remain a problem for a few cities and their citizens in Italy, France,

                        Croatia, Spain and even Amsterdam. The challenge can hardly be regulated by the Commission.

                        National and local governments may raise local taxes and rule to address the problem,

                        but this will not stop global tourism to these places.

                     


                  


                  	

                     Policies to prepare for global warming and affect food production and life in cities

                        and regions will be reviewed in order to support economic growth. Diminishing water

                        resources will force regions to control industrial and domestic water use and rethink

                        traditional agricultural production. It will favour production managed by big corporations,

                        who have the funds to invest in technologies, seeds and fertilizer to cope with changing

                        water supply and climatic conditions.

                     


                  


                  	

                     City regions will further attract migrants from their peripheral hinterland. Migration

                        flows from Africa and the Middle East cannot be stopped at the borders of the fortress

                        Europe as long as wars, hunger, water shortage and unemployment in Africa and regional

                        conflicts in the Middle East encourage citizens to seek safety and jobs in the European

                        Union, where they could expect to have a better life. The uneven reception of migrants

                        will burden or favour some regions, where migrants are needed and welcome, regions,

                        which depend on agricultural production and city regions, where cheap labour is required

                        in health, logistic and gastronomy.

                     


                  


                  	

                     There is not much hope that accessibility by a high-speed European railway system

                        can be improved. Too many technical, operational and ecological reasons hinder a fast

                        extension of infrastructure and an improvement of services. Air linkages will remain

                        to be crucial, particularly for a further growing tourism.

                     


                  


                  	

                     Experience with the COVID-19 pandemic will force national, regional and local governments

                        to spend more taxpayers’ money on health and reduce investment in public infrastructure, social cushioning

                        and culture, which again will further increase the social and economic fragmentation

                        in city regions.

                     


                  


                  	

                     Russia’s aggression to the Ukraine has alarmed other Eastern European states along

                        the Russian border. It has ended an era of pacifism in Europe and will cause national

                        governments to rethink their pacifist thinking and invest more in border control and

                        defence spending. They have promised NATO/OTAN to increase their budgets for military

                        spending to five percent of the national GDP. Consequently, they will be less able

                        to invest in projects that narrow the disparity gaps in countries and city regions.

                     


                  


               


               Coping with all these challenges requires a convincing vision of an independent Europe

                  of 30 or more members, comprehensive expertise and policy action to address the specific

                  encounters of complex transformation processes. Obviously, this will be a long and

                  difficult process. In 2050, based on centuries of spatial transformations and the

                  trends outlined above, the challenges in twenty-nine or even more nation-states will

                  not differ much from those in 2023. The forces of neo-liberalism will continue, resulting

                  in the concentration of innovative economic development in a few metropolitan regions

                  with all the spatial implications of the continued consumption habits of an educated

                  middle class, negatively influencing the balanced spatial development in Europe. Europe

                  will remain a theme park for global travellers, a laboratory of innovative entrepreneurs

                  and the so-called creative class, but it will be less dependent on the dollar, US

                  banks and global capital hedge funds.

               


               A further extension of the European Union to Eastern Europe (Ukraine and Moldova)

                  and the Balkan (Albania, Serbia, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Kosovo) does not

                  receive much political support of all Member States. The extension would further increase

                  regional disparities and add additional financial burden to the Commission. It would

                  probably force the Member States of the EU to agree on a two or even three-speed Europe

                  and accept a policy of financial transfer to new EU members in Eastern Europe and

                  the Balkan. Hence, during the years to come EU members have not much motivation to

                  speed up EU-extension processes. Since the establishment of Europe as a project of

                  six European states, the future of Europe has never been as unclear as it is in 2025.

               


            


            

               

                  
The Mission and Future of the EU-Cohesion Policy 

                  


               


               European Structural Policy, since 1994 called Cohesion Policy, is the central policy

                  area of the European Union, accounting for over a third of the EU budget. Cohesion

                  has become the magic stick of the European Commission to communicate the success of

                  the European structural policies to local, regional and national governments, but

                  also to people living in cities between Estonia and Malta. In 2024, 75 per cent of

                  the EU population lived in cities.

               


               The aim of structural policy is to strengthen economic and social cohesion within

                  the Union and reduce the development gap of structurally weak regions compared to

                  the EU average projects, which promise to narrow disparities between richer and poorer

                  countries, regions and cities, will be supported by the Commission. Cohesion policy

                  also aims to promote infrastructure projects, investment by small and medium-sized

                  enterprises (SMEs) and it supports training projects to raise the qualification of

                  the regional labour force. The success of the policy is continuously praised by the

                  impressive communication arm of the EU. Think tanks and academic researchers, commissioned

                  by the EU and national governments dedicate much time and efforts to assess the successes

                  of cohesion policies and identify still unchartered fields, which EU Policy should

                  address. As a rule, their assessment is positive, though there are occasionally also

                  some doubts, whether the policy is meeting its objective. (e.g. Bachtler/Wren 2006;

                  Faludi 2006; Pedrazzini 2006; Rauhut et al. 2022; Kunzmann 2022). The deficiency of

                  the EU-cohesion policy, however, is its homeopathic acupunctural and bureaucratic

                  character supporting micro-projects across Europe following general principles and

                  EU regulations without any substantive focus,

               


               In April 2025, reacting to geo-political turbulences the Commission has revised and

                  modernized its cohesion policy to boost the EU’s strategic priorities, to keep Europe together

                  in changing times. According to Raffaele Fitto, Executive Vice-President for Cohesion

                  and Reforms, the EU is

               


               

                  “Making cohesion policy clearer, more targeted and more effective aligning it with

                     the EU’s challenges.” The modernized cohesion policy aims to… “strengthen competitiveness,

                     accelerate the energy transition. enhance defence, ensure affordable housing, and

                     improve water resilience. To achieve this we Are reducing bureaucracy, optimizing

                     financial conditions, and expanding investment opportunities.”

                  


               


               The new list of action areas addresses all the challenges that are burdening the Member

                  States since Russia has attacked the mineral-rich Ukraine to re-establish the former

                  territory of the Soviet Union that spanned much of Eurasia from 1922 until it dissolved

                  in 1991. The 392-billion-euro budget of the EU, proposed for the 2021–2027 period,

                  is an impressive investment promise. EU funding for investments in strategic priorities

                  will even cover up to 100 per cent of the costs in all regions (CEC 2025a).

               


               [image: Filmstill: The modernized EU cohesion policy. Trailer of the Commission]

                     Figure 2: The modernized EU cohesion policy. Trailer of the Commission


                     Source: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/de/ip_14_435


                  


               


               The new focus, reacting to global turbulences and the demise of Atlantic cooperation

                  will favour two fields of investments, where Europe needs more action to maintain

                  its political power in a multipolar world. These fields are critical IT related economy

                  and defence. The EU promises to support investments in industries, which develop critical

                  technologies, such as the ones identified through Strategic Technologies for Europe (STEP), like clean tech, biotechnology or deep tech innovations and it will strengthen

                  defence industries and security related infrastructure in Europe. The greater focus

                  on security will certainly be welcomed by EU Member States, who upon pressure of the

                  US have promised NATO to invest up to 5 per cent of the national GDP on defence and

                  defence related infrastructure. In June 2025 the European Commission even proposed

                  measures to speed up defence investments and production to make the EU more responsive

                  to today’s security challenges, as outlined in the Commission’s White Paper for European

                  Defence-Readiness 2030 (CEC 2025b).

               


               This updated cohesion policy is more than just a slightly modernized regional policy.

                  It is a policy shift. The concerns have changed. When using the magic stick cohesion

                  and accepting EU regulation and bureaucratic procedures, it is easier to get support

                  from the EU. Apart from providing funds for defence related infrastructure along the

                  Russian border it will also support modern innovative industries on their traditional

                  locations, not in regions, which are lagging behind. The hope is that the decision

                  to include support for larger industries engaged in research and development, such

                  as automotive and pharmaceutical industries, and industries that are transferring

                  technology and raising Europe’s capacity to innovate across a wide range of sectors

                  will certainly raise the competitiveness of Europe’s industries and reduce some dependency

                  from the US and China and strengthen the development of city regions. City regions

                  with their wider suburban and semi-rural hinterland, encompassing numerous small and

                  urban towns, are the future economic hubs of Europe. They host governments and related

                  lobby groups as well as national and international banks, insurances, think tanks

                  public and private knowledge clusters. With the emergence of new ICT technologies

                  and the growing importance of health industries, some cities in Europe are on the

                  screen of international investors. venture capital, start-up communities and their

                  qualified labour force, seeking well-paid employment and cosmopolitan urban milieus

                  with easy access to cultural and entertainment facilities, and comfortable international

                  accessibility. Leading ICT regions are usually long-established industrial hubs, have

                  high-quality educational institutions and other important innovation actors, pursue

                  long-term research and innovation policies, have a good historical starting position

                  (e.g. political capital of a country) and are often located in mutual proximity.

               


               The ICT hubs in Germany, for example, are Berlin, Dresden, Munich, Erlangen, Karlsruhe,

                  Darmstadt and Aachen, while the city regions of Basel, Copenhagen, Paris, Lyon and

                  Milan, Leverkusen, Darmstadt and Mayence are the European pharmaceutical hubs. The

                  policy shift will certainly strengthen attractive city regions in Europe that are

                  already experiencing structural transformation caused by digitalization processes.

                  Other city regions and rural regions in the Member States of the EU will receive less

                  support. They will have to develop their own strategies to support those regions,

                  which are not any more on the screen of the Commission. Farmers, agricultural industries,

                  and rural landowners, once the main receivers of financial support from the EU, will

                  have to plan their future with less contributions from the EU. The function of low

                  density peripheral rural regions across Europe will remain to restore biodiversity

                  and resilience through agroecology, rewilding, heritage crops, and soil care.

               


               Territorial cohesion policy will not unite Europe. The magic stick could not and did

                  not really help to bridge regional disparities and not strengthen the competitiveness

                  of Europe in the world. And it will certainly not encourage the Member States of the

                  EU to accept to extension of the EU to Eastern Europe and the countries of the Balkan,

                  an extension, which would add considerable new financial burden to the European Union.

                  Such a move would need convincing economic and political arguments. Their inclusion

                  would not only require a revision of the cohesion policy. but a revision of the Lisbon

                  Treaty. In the end it would mean that the member countries of the EU would have to

                  accept a two- or even three-speed Europe

               


               It remains to be seen whether the new cohesion policy will strengthen the global competitiveness

                  of the EU and how this shift will change the practice of cohesion policy by focusing

                  on priorities, which reflect the main concerns of its Member States in turbulent times.

                  It will certainly increase disparities between city regions and peripheral rural regions.

                  The EU cohesion policy cannot change the urban system in Europe. It can just support

                  small towns in peripheral regions to serve as central places providing basic public

                  and private services for people, who wish to stay in their traditional environment.

                  Europe will only have a joint future when its council and parliament can find consensus

                  on a policy which only supports regions, spaces or locations which are Important for

                  Europe as a whole. Though it will be difficult to replace widely spread cohesion acupuncture

                  actions across the EU Member States and jointly agree on respective European functional

                  action areas.

               


            


            

               

                  
Which Alternative? Towards a New Functional Spatial Vision for Europe 

                  


               


               The market-led approach to make Europe competitive with North America and Asia dominates

                  all policy actions, from regulating competition to promoting European research excellence.

                  In market-oriented policy milieus there is little space for socially and ecologically

                  responsible spatial planning. Only when territorial planning is seen as an instrument

                  to speed up the construction of European infrastructure networks, intra-European logistics

                  and energy distribution systems it receives political support. Only then it is welcomed

                  as a means to link regions and cities by projects, and as a reason to promote trans-border

                  co-operation by strategically thinking professionals in the public sector and political

                  opinion-leaders.

               


               As a rule, the institutions behind dominant sector policies are rarely the allies

                  of spatial planners. Ambitions to create a joint European act for regulating spatial

                  planning as a legal domain in Europe have never found political support, and there

                  are good reasons not to establish a tight regulatory framework und related enforcement.

                  Well established EU environmental legislation already dominates space related European

                  legislation. Most other spatial concerns are clearly local or regional duties. They

                  should, it is often argued, not be sacrificed at the European altar, not handed over

                  to European bureaucrats, pursuing their own vested interests. There is always popular

                  scepticism that the European Commission is far away from day-to-day reality in local

                  and regional life spaces, deciding about projects and strategies, which, once they

                  are approved and established by the Commission, the Council of Europe and the European

                  Parliament, cannot be altered and stopped. Any top-down approach is understandably

                  always seen with suspicion from below.

               


               Since spatial planning has become a professional field of activity of planners and

                  geographers who are exploring or developing concepts for spatial development, two

                  concepts are dividing the community (Münter/Osterhage 2018). Should spatial development

                  strategies favour a space-functional division of labour or rather aim to balance spatial

                  development? Functional-spatial division of labour, spatial-functional division of

                  tasks, mutual complementation of differently equipped areas with different specializations

                  that go beyond basic vital functions. Regions complement each other but are mutually

                  dependent. While higher economic productivity can be achieved in some regions, ecologically

                  important resources and traditional rural life can be conserved in other regions.

                  Such a strategy which builds upon the endogenous economic potential of regions to

                  strengthen certain regions but is deliberately leaving other regions behind It cannot

                  balance spatial development and create equal living conditions for all. National spatial

                  policies in Germany are continuously referring to the scheme of balanced regional

                  development, but due to the low political profile of spatial planning (Raumordnung)

                  in the market-dominated federal landscape, such a concept, did not really impress

                  political arenas. Political decision-makers are very well aware that disparities in

                  Germany that are rooted in history and caused by market forces but can hardly be vanquished

                  or bridged by state intervention with acupunctural projects. Reaching balance spatial

                  development in the European Union, as postulated on in the ESDP, in its follow-up

                  document, the territorial agenda or in the Charter of Leipzig, is not a realistic

                  aim. The ambitious goal of creating a balanced spatial development by well-intentioned

                  micro-strategies will remain the planner’s dream.

               


               Is there an alternative? Instead of the acupunctural projects, supporting cycle paths

                  in Brandenburg, creative industries in Sopron, health start-ups in Copenhagen, or

                  agro-industrial tourism in Apulia or Tyrol, a policy is needed that maintains the

                  economic and cultural assets of the continent and makes Europe competitive with the

                  US and China even in times when AI technology is transforming work and life. Such

                  a policy requires a vision that builds upon particular strength of regions and addresses

                  future challenges that will affect the economic competitiveness of Europe as a whole.

                  Turning Europe into a cultural Disneyland for American, Asian, Middle East, and African

                  tourists and honeymooners is certainly not the option (Kunzmann 1996). Though how

                  could such a spatial vision look like? Three categories of spaces are crucial for

                  the future development of the European continent.

               


               First, regions and locations in Europe are facing ecological and security challenges.

                     Being of European importance such challenges could not just be left to be addressed

                     by single member countries or regions. These are challenging the European Union as

                     a whole has to address. Such regions would be

               


               

                  	

                     Water shortage regions


                  


                  	

                     Regions facing rising sea levels and flooding


                  


                  	

                     EU border regions facing security concerns and require migration control


                  


                  	

                     Regions facing overtourism.


                  


               


               Second, regions with special endogenous capital for all Europeans, are regions such

                  as

               


               

                  	

                     Renewable energy production regions


                  


                  	

                     Knowledge regions


                  


                  	

                     Regions providing rare minerals


                  


                  	

                     International port and logistic locations


                  


                  	

                     Wood production regions


                  


                  	

                     Water providing mountain regions


                  


                  	

                     Agro-industry regions.


                  


               


               Third, regions that are laboratories of European cooperation and development such

                  as

               


               

                  	

                     Internal border regions


                  


                  	

                     Regions with endangered eco-systems


                  


               


               The completion of an efficient European high-speed rail transport network for both

                  goods and passengers is a crucial European project for making Europe competitive.

                  But very much hampered by insufficient cooperation and coordination of national transport

                  corporations, it seems to be an endless construction site. It will require more concern

                  and particular support of European Union and should not be left to national public

                  or private railway corporations, struggling with internal challenges, technical system

                  changes and local opposition of landowners and groups of civil society that do not

                  wish to have high-speed railway tracks along their properties.

               


               The above random selection of spaces of European importance is just illustrative.

                  Much research will be needed to select criteria and indicators that help to define

                  the particular European importance and allow to delineate spaces of European importance,

                  across borders of EU member countries. The outcome would be a map of action areas

                  of European importance, where European funds are invested to strengthen the regional

                  potential or to address existing or anticipated regional problems. Functional action

                  regions, selected for European intervention and support will certainly have to be

                  based on empirical evidence of future ESPON studies. Such a functional approach requires

                  advanced technical expertise and EU policy action to address the specific challenge

                  and manage their transformation. It will be a long and difficult process to remove

                  the cohesion acupuncture among EU Member States and to agree on the above European

                  action areas or others identified by future ESPON studies, which have to be identified

                  by in-depth ESPON research independent of zeitgeist priorities and academic research

                  hypes. Following the subsidiarity principle and learning from best practices across

                  Europe, endogenous local and regional spatial transformation will be the sole responsibility

                  of local and regional authorities, even if quite different local values, traditions

                  and governance competencies perpetuate regional disparities and create uneven levels

                  of quality of life.
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