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Integrated territorial development  
in large lake regions  

European large lake regions have many assets: they can offer attractive living environments, extensive lei-
sure opportunities and proximity to nature. Large lakes offer opportunities for tourism, fisheries, agriculture 
and waterborne transport. Thanks to these assets, large lake regions often have a rich cultural heritage.  

At the same time, large lakes are confronted to many challenges. Their ecosystems are fragile. Climate 
change can generate more frequent droughts and floods. The concentration of ressources and attractive-
ness generates conflicts of interest. Furthermore, large lakes are frequently located at the border between 
multiple regions or countries.  

The ESPON LAKES project has analysed planning and policy practices that could foster sustainable inte-
grated development, maximising the quality of life for inhabitants by balancing economic, environmental and 
social concerns. 

These reflections add to a long tradition of European studies and policies addressing so-called geographic 
specificities, targeting e.g. mountains, islands, coastal areas. Lake regions have so far not been specifically 
targeted by any European policies.  

 

What is a large lake? 
It is not necessarily purposeful to apply quantitative criteria for the definition of large lakes. A large lake is 
rather approached as a lake around which a regional development approach may meaningfully be elabo-
rated. The significance of a lake for regional development for example depends on the quality and number 
of amenities it offers, and on the extent to which people living around it consider it a component of their 
“territorial identity”. 
 

Major challenges for large lake regions  
Each European large lake region is confronted to a unique set of challenges. Most of them can be grouped 
in five generic categories: 

(1) Administrative and territorial fragmentation. Most large lake regions extend over multiple regions. 
Some cross national borders. This for example concerns Lake Constance. with components in 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland and Lake Peipsi at the border between Estonia and Russia.  

(2) Cross-sectoral cooperation. Integrated development in large lake regions requires coordination be-
tween many different policy fields. One may in particular mention water management, ecosystem 
preservation, valorisation of cultural and natural heritage, economic development, provision of ser-
vices of general interest, tourism development, fisheries, transport and spatial planning. 

(3) Being an “inner periphery”. With few exceptions, large lakes in Europe are located either at the 
margins of metropolitan areas, or in more isolated, predominantly rural settings. Improving the qual-
ity of connections to major urban centres is a recurring concern.  

(4) Large lakes are fragile ecosystems. The EU Water Framework directive adopted in 2000 has con-
tributed to further institutionalise joint efforts to preserve and monitor lake waters and ecosystems. 
However, the protection of these ecosystems remains a challenge, especially in a context of climate 
change.  

(5) Limited institutional recognition of specific challenges and development opportunities. Large lakes 
are often a peripheral concern both from the perspective of institutions managing maritime issues 
(e.g. with respect to transport and fisheries) and those providing frameworks for terrestrial planning.  

 

https://www.espon.eu/lakes
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Governance arrangements around large lakes 
The implementation of policies in these policy areas gives rise to a wide range of cooperation practices 
arounds large lakes: 

- Inter-municipal cooperation (or cooperation primarily led by municipalities) is common around large 
lakes and can play a key role with regards to local development initiatives and strategic planning 
on lake shores. Inter-municipal cooperation initiatives around Lake Vänern (Sweden), Lake Peipsi 
(Estonia) and lake Mjøsa (Norway) have elaborated development strategies and produced different 
types of concrete results. 

- Binding agreements often provide a framework for cooperation around cross-border lakes. Interreg 
programmes often provide relevant funding opportunities. A permanent Conference has for exam-
ple been established by regional governments around Lake Constance. However, many coopera-
tion initiatives are limited to the portion of the riparian area belonging to a specific country. 

- Water basin management associations are key players for the implementation of the EU Water 
Framework Directive. In some countries, these associations provide useful forums for dialogue and 
exchange, in addition to ensuring water quality surveillance, setting water quality objectives for and 
informing the general public on water related issues. In other countries, stakeholders rather de-
scribe them as “empty shells”. 

- Multi-stakeholder thematic alliances can be established for specific purposes. Around Lake Päi-
janne (Finland), such alliances were formed to join the UNESCO’s World Network of Biosphere and 
the UNESCO Global Geopark Network, respectively. 

- Networks of NGOs are sometimes established, e.g. to coordinate responses to public consultations 
or to act as mediator and event manager for lake-based activities. 

- Public and private companies may establish business consortia, e.g. to develop tourism or to coor-
dinate the provision of transport services. 

 

Cooperation practices observed around the 12 analysed lake regions can be grouped in four categories: 

- Nordic lakes (Lake Vänern, Lake Päijänne, Lake Mjøsa) are characterized by well-articulated bot-
tom-up mechanisms for river basin management and a growing concern for regional development 
in the vicinity of the lake.  

- Around Lake Balaton (Hungary), Étang de Berre (France) and Lough Neagh (Northern Ireland) 
cross-sectoral cooperation prevails. This is formalised by the establishment of a Development 
Council around Lake Balaton, of a joint venture between various public authorities around Étang 
de Berre and of a Partnership between public and private stakeholders around Lough Neagh.  

- Alpine lakes (Lake Constance, Lake Maggiore and Lake Geneva) have a long track-record of func-
tional cross-border integration. To varying extents, cooperation formats have been put in place to 
produce common integrated visions, operate cross-border services (transport) and trigger eco-
nomic integration.  

- With few exceptions, Fertö-Neusiedl (Austria/Hungary), Prespa (North Macedonia, Albania, 
Greece) and Peipsi (Estonia/Russia) have more recent and limited cooperation in place. The focus 
is on shared environmental concerns, i.e. water management and fish stocks for Lake Peipsi, land-
scape and biodiversity protection for Lake Prespa, protection of natural heritage for Fertö-Neusiedl.  

 

From cooperation to integration  
The integrated place-based approach is a method to optimise endogenous growth potentials and to support 
sustainable development of territories. Its basic principles are that there are no one-size-fits-all solutions and 
local actors should be invited to express their views, build trust and cooperate. They do so within a multi-
level governance framework, in which higher levels of government make grants conditional upon the elabo-
ration of integrated strategies and the implementation of collaborative, cross-sectoral methods for policy 
design and implementation. 
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This approach has been actively supported by EU Cohesion policy since its 2013 reform. It has funded 
‘Community led local development’ (CLLD) initiatives, which empowers peoples and actors from local com-
munities to become actors of local development, rather than mere beneficiaries. It has also med it possible 
to set up ‘Integrated Territorial Investments’. Such investments are based on a strategy for integrated terri-
torial development elaborated by local and regional actors. They can be financed by multiple EU Funds (e.g. 
European Fund for Regional Development, European Social Fund). They can be led by a dedicated steering 
committee and secretariat, which select projects and monitor implementation autonomously, under the guid-
ance and control of a managing authority. 

In the 2021-2027 programming period, Cohesion Policy support to integrated place-based approaches is 
further broadened. The so-called “Policy Objective 5 – Europe closer to its Citizens” makes it possible to 
support a broad range of measures insofar as they are part of an integrated territorial strategy elaborated 
together with local authorities and bodies. Such strategies can be elaborated for any sub-regional territory. 

There is substantial potential for applying an integrated place-based approach in large lake regions. How-
ever, we observe that this requires two main shifts in perspective for most lakes. 

First, the lake must be established as a legitimate centre of attention for a certain number of issues, e.g. 
water management, ecosystem preservation, valorisation of cultural and natural heritage, economic devel-
opment, provision of certain services of general interest, tourism development, fisheries, transport and spa-
tial planning. Integrated development in the lake region is in this way promoted as a complement to inte-
grated development in the metropolitan region.  

 
Figure 1  From Lake as subordinate to Lake as centre of attention 

 

 

 
 
 
Second, an often-prevailing mental representation of the lake as a barrier to cooperation needs to be chal-
lenged. This is particularly important when portions of lake shores belong to different countries or regions. 
The objective is to change the mindset on the lake, encouraging actors to think of it as a catalyst for joint 
action rather than as a barrier. This is done by promoting dialogues and cooperation around lake-related 
challenges and opportunities.  
 
Figure 2  From Lake as barrier to lake as a catalyst 
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Policy options for integrated development in lake regions 
The above-mentioned shifts in perspective make it possible to envisage policy options for integrated devel-
opment in large lake regions. These policy options address five different types of integrations 

- Integration within the lake region, i.e. between its geographic subcomponents, 

- Integration between land and lake, i.e. between terrestrial planning and planning targeting water 
bodies,  

- Integration between different policy fields and sectoral interests, 

- Vertical integration between authorities and actors operating at different geographic levels, i.e. the 
local, regional, national, European and global levels. 

- European integration, i.e. between large lake regions across the continent. 

Policy measures sorting under each of these five categories are further described below. 

 

Integration within the lake region 

Examples of geographic subcomponents of the lake regions that may be integrated are municipalities, labour 
market areas, protected natural areas, portions of shoreline belonging to different countries or regions. As 
described in the previous section, promoting territorially integrated place-based approach is a central objec-
tive of European Cohesion policy. EU funds can therefore be mobilised for this purpose.  

Between 2021 and 2027, these funds will pursue five ‘Policy Objectives’ (POs) : 

- ‘A more competitive and smarter Europe’ through innovative and smart economic transformation (PO 1),  

- ‘a greener Europe’ for low-carbon transition, zero-carbon and circular economy (PO 2), 

- ‘a more connected Europe’ by enhancing mobility (PO 3), 

- ‘a more social and inclusive Europe’ with a focus on the European Pillar of Social Rights (PO 4), 

- ‘a Europe closer to citizens’ involving bottom-up initiatives and integrated territorial development (PO 5).  

These Policy Objectives are subdivided in specific objectives for each Fund. Two specific objectives under 
the European Regional Development Fund are particularly relevant for lake regions. These are ‘promoting 
access to water and sustainable water management’ under PO 2 and ‘fostering integrated and inclusive 
social, economic and environmental local development, culture, natural heritage, sustainable tourism and 
security in areas other than urban areas’ under PO 5. It is up to Member States and Programme Managing 
Authorities to decide if these specific objectives should be pursued in each region. As noted above, PO 5 
opens for the funding of a wide range of measures, but presupposes the adoption of an integrated develop-
ment strategy. They may be funded using integrated territorial tools such as Community Led Local Devel-
opment and Integrated Territorial Investments, but this is not compulsory. 

For cross-border lakes, Interreg Programmes offer useful funding opportunities. In the 2014-2020 pro-
gramme, 32 lake-related projects were funded, mainly around Lake Constance and Lake Maggiore. These 
projects are listed in the KEEP database. 

 

Land-lake integration  

Stronger links between planning practices and policies respectively targeting terrestrial areas and water 
bodies could generate synergies. Currently, terrestrial spatial planning tends to deal with lake issues only to 
a limited extent. Integration with policies for water management, fisheries, inland waterway transport and 
waterborne leisure activities (e.g. yachting) tends to be limited. 

Coastal regions have elaborated methods for Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM), which could be 
a source le inspiration for large lake regions. Adapting ICZM to large lakes could trigger better institutional 
coordination through appropriate bodies and mechanisms, coordination between authorities responsible for 
marine and land parts, and across administrative levels through consultative bodies and joint decision-mak-
ing procedures.    

http://www.keep.eu/
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Integration between policy fields and sectors 

Integrated development in large lake regions requires coordination between many different policy fields. 
Some existing integrative practices could be strengthened, e.g. spatial planning and integrated river basin 
management. Efforts to enhance innovation and structure value chains based on lake resources may also 
bring together actors from different policy fields and sectors.  

Stronger planning can require a combination of evidence and improve stakeholder dialogues. In many cases, 
a formal framework for coordinated action of relevant authorities is also needed. Around Etang de Berre 
close to Marseille in southern France, a ‘lake contract’ (Contrat d’Etang) has been established as a common 
action plan. The lagoon is affected by surrounding heavy industries, growing urbanisation and a hydropower 
plant which discharges a large quantity of freshwater that disrupts the ecological state. The ‘lake contract’ 
helps to address these challenges. 

River basin management practices have been developed as part of the EU Water Framework Directive 
adopted in 2000. A systemic and integrated approach is supposed to be applied, involving all economic and 
authorities whose activities have an impact on water quality. The review of lake regions has shown examples 
of how integrated water-related policies overlap and coexist with policies for economic and social develop-
ment or for the preservation of biodiversity on land. Bringing these activities closer together could be mutually 
beneficial, especially in countries where robust models of multi-level water governance have been estab-
lished. 

Economic clusters may capitalise on lake resources, e.g. fisheries or certain forms of tourism, or that use 
the lake as a catalyst for development, e.g. by using lake amenities to attract talents. A number of examples 
of “blue economy” clusters may be used as sources inspiration. 

 

Vertical integration 

Vertical integration can be promoted by showing how objectives of national, European and global strategies 
could be implemented in lake region, and strengthening local and regional players’ capacity to take ad-
vantage of opportunities offered by existing funding and support opportunities. 

The Territorial Agenda 2030 is an example of a European strategy which lake regions could benefit from. It 
was adopted at an informal Ministerial meeting in December 2020, and provides a framework for action 
towards territorial cohesion and a future for all places in Europe. Pilot actions are implemented as part of its 
implementation. A lake region pilot action could be envisaged. 

Lake regions can also contribute to the achievement of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals adopted by 
the United Nations in 2015. Generating visibility of their specific potentials and challenges for the achieve-
ment of these goals may enhance the awareness of large lake regions in Europe. 

The empowerment of local and regional lake region actors through capacity building may take multiple forms. 
One may for example mention available resources such as the European Commission Technical Assistance 
and Information Exchange instrument (TAIEX), the Smart Specialisation Platform, The Urban Development 
Network or the fi-compass platform for advisory services on financial instruments 

  

European Integration 

In this context, “European integration“ implies making the voice of European large lake regions heard at the 
EU-level, and bring lake regions from across Europe closer together. 

When it comes to raising the voice of large lake regions in Brussels, large lake regions could draw inspiration 
from organisations such as Euromontana for mountain regions, the Conference of Peripheral Maritime Re-
gions or the Association of European border regions. Different organisational solutions may be envisaged. 
Synergies could be developed with the Living Lakes Network, which is a global initiative to protect, restore 
and rehabilitate lakes, wetlands and other freshwater bodies including their catchment areas. 

Large lake regions could envisage a wide range of options to promote exchanges of experiences and mutual 
learning. One may for example envisage using online platforms or creating a Policy Learning Platform funded 
by the Interreg Europe programme.  

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/tenders/taiex_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/tenders/taiex_en
https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/themes/urban-development/network/
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/themes/urban-development/network/
https://www.fi-compass.eu/
http://www.euromontana.org/
http://www.cpmr.org/
http://www.cpmr.org/
http://www.aebr.eu/
https://www.globalnature.org/en/living-lakes
https://www.interregeurope.eu/policylearning/
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Possible next steps in view of promoting integrated development  
in large lake region at the EU level 
The ESPON LAKES project was initiated by stakeholders from different European countries wishing to ex-
plore perspectives for European-level reflections and actions addressing the challenges and opportunities 
of large lake regions. 
 
Based on the policy options described above, some proposals for next steps in the European cooperation 
between large lake regions have been formulated. For each proposal, the extent of required efforts (‘cost’) 
and potential returns (‘benefit’) have been estimated.  
 

 Expected… 
(1) For individual lake regions, stakeholders could assess the relevance of lake strat-
egies against overarching frameworks such as the Territorial Agenda 2030 and the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals. Communicating on how aligned lake strategies 
are with these broader objectives does not entail major costs but can help promote 
the lake region to a broader audience. 

Cost 

Benefit 
 

(2) For individual lake regions, stakeholders could communicate with managing and 
national authorities responsible for EU programmes applying to the lake region. Such 
a dialogue should assess how to best take into account the investment needs of large 
lake regions based on a short-list of policy issues / gaps. 

Cost 

Benefit 
 

(3) Stakeholders from lake regions could revive the idea of a pilot action focused on 
large lakes and territorial development in the framework of the Territorial Agenda 
2030. This group of stakeholders could draft a pilot action for open discussion with 
NTCCP members. Based on LAKES conclusions, such a pilot action could focus on 
‘land-lake interactions for integrated lake development’, on ‘harnessing synergies be-
tween spatial planning and water management’ or on ‘large lakes as test-beds for 
climate change adaptation’.   

Cost 

Benefit 

 

(4) Stakeholders could set up a networking platform for European lake regions (see 
policy option ‘Promote Europe-wide exchange and learning’). Such an initiative could 
benefit from Interreg Europe support. This would enhance knowledge capitalisation 
and capacity building among the large lakes community, offer networking and ex-
change of lake news and funding opportunities, and finally raise awareness of the 
importance of lake regions for territorial development.  

Cost 

Benefit 
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