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Introduction 

This annex to the main report of the ESPON study on the European Territorial Reference Framework 

summarises the work on how to translate the analysis and scenario work carried out by the study team 

into policy support and guidance for the elaboration of the Territorial Agenda post-2020.  

The main focus is on: 

• a plea to emphasise the rationale for a powerful Territorial Agenda post-2020 (section 1) 

• proposals for a new narrative and policy pathways to be pursued by the Territorial Agenda post-

2020 (section 2) 

• championing of a guidance framework through a decision tree (presented as first ideas) 

encourage critical focus and analysis regarding why different stakeholder groups should 

engage with territorial strategies (section 3) .  

• concrete policy pointers on how more over-arching policy frameworks could be adjusted to 

allow for smoother support of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 (section 4).  

• proposals on how governance arrangements might be adjusted including also first ideas on 

concrete pilot projects for implementing the Territorial Agenda post-2020. This aims to ensure 

that the next agenda will be more than a paper tiger (section 5) 

• some key statements or conclusions, which have been subject to discussion with the policy 

makers involved in the preparation of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 during the Romanian 

EU Presidency in the first half of 2019 (section 6).  

The paper is based on the work of the ESPON study on the European Territorial Reference Framework, 

conducted by Mcrit, Spatial Foresight, EPC (European Policy Centre) and Politecnico di Milano. The 

work has been supported by a Strategic Advisory Forum composed by leading researchers in Europe.  

The project team has been engaged in a number of participatory events to collect input and feedback 

to further develop the project work, but also inform and inspire policy makers involved in policies 

relevant for territorial cohesion and other horizontal policies. The project team has also closely followed 

the current, main policy developments across Europe, to ensure that the proposed Territorial Reference 

Framework matches the policy environment: the European Urban Agenda, the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals, the next Multiannual Financial Framework, the regulations for the next funding 

period of EU Cohesion Policy as well as the debates about the future Territorial Agenda e.g. in the 

NTCCP, DGTC and task force for the preparation of the Territorial Agenda post-2020.  

Already now in the preparation phase, it is in the hands of EU, national and regional decision makers 

to prepare the implementation process, and make sure support measures and financial incentives are 

available, hereby considering new ways of financing such as investments from the private sector.  
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1 Europe’s challenges call for a powerful Territorial Agenda  

Europe faces multi-faceted challenges, some of which are putting the achievements of European 

integration at risk. How Europe addresses (a) territorial and societal fragmentation risks, (b) growing 

interdependencies between places, and (c) functional mismatches between decision making 

jurisdictions and affected geographies from related policy decisions will be decisive for the future well-

being of Europe and its economic, social and territorial cohesion.  

In short, Europe’s changing economic geography is accompanied by an increasing fragmentation of 

society and places. Inequalities between and within countries, regions and cities are a main driving 

force of fragmentation, and lead to the question of how Europe should look like in the future. What is 

needed is a shared vision on Europe’s future. The positive and negative externalities of developments 

in one place imply effects in other places, and demand a wider geographical perspective of policy 

decisions to strengthen links between places rather than driving places and thereby Europe apart. The 

mismatch between the impacts of economic and societal developments and the geographical 

jurisdictions of decision making raises issues about efficiency and legitimacy.  

The challenges come with the risk of further increasing spatial disparities. Current trends – not least 

technological developments – are expected to further accelerate the above challenges and disparities 

between places. Still, the future of Europe is not determined by only one possible direction. Various 

scenarios show different possible futures. No matter where decision makers and people decide to go, 

high quality governments and flexible governance arrangements are key to overcome the mismatch 

between impacts and jurisdictions, and to address interdependencies between places.  

To change direction, Europe needs a clear and widely shared narrative, guiding policy making 

post-2020 when the new European Parliament and the new EU Commission are in place. The Territorial 

Agenda post-2020 can take forward such a narrative on how joint efforts can address the challenges 

and avoid increasing disparities driving Europe apart. To do so, it needs to be accompanied by concrete 

‘frameworks for action’ for bottom-up visions and cooperation in Europe linking to a wider European 

policy debate including also the EU Urban Agenda and the UN Sustainable Development Goals.  

To bring Europe closer to the citizens and ensure that all places and parts of society are on board, 

Europe needs diverse and multifaceted bottom-up visions for its places and functional regions. These 

visions need to be realistic, place-based and include links to a wider European perspective. They may 

be multifaceted and even diverge from mainstream policy ideas about growth and innovation. 

Nobody can address the challenges ahead or the bottom-up visions single handed. Europe needs 

stronger cooperation between places, sector policies and groups of society, at any geographical level. 

This requires high quality governance and the capacity of many players to engage in visioning and 

cooperation efforts. For this, many players and places might need capacity building and empowerment.  

Consequently, the Territorial Agenda post-2020 has to be more than a document. It has to be a process 

involving players from all governance levels – local to European – and policy sectors, and needs to 

come with a clear governance approach, including implementation support through investments and 

financing and a permanent back office to coordinate the process and link it to policy processes.  
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Figure 1.1: Key policy messages of the European Territorial Reference Framework  

 

 

   

   

 

 

Source: Project team 

 

Key challenges 
How Europe addresses ongoing risks to continued integration, will significantly influence the well-being of 
its citizens and the associated commitment to cohesion (economic, social and territorial). Three key 
challenges identified through this study: 

• Territorial and societal fragmentation are increasing, and inequalities between places are driving people 
and Europe apart.  

• Growing interdependencies between places imply positive and negative externalities, where 
developments in one place affect development potentials in another .  

• The mismatch between the impacts of economic and social developments and the geographical 
jurisdiction of decision making raises issues about efficiency and legitimacy.  

Narrative  
To respond to the key challenges the Territorial Agenda can play a key, added value role in: 

• Embracing Europe’s diversity and helping to overcome societal and territorial fragmentation;  

• Delivering territorial cohesion through intangibles (talents, ideas, knowledge, governance); 

• Championing high quality government and flexible governance solutions, at all levels; 

• Facilitating place-based action through empowered local actors.  

Policy pathway 1  
Framework for bottom-up visions 
Diverse and multifaceted bottom-up visions can 
generate a shared European vision, and bring 
Europe closer to the citizens. This should include 
all places – at different functional scales and all 
parts of European society.  

Policy pathway 2  
Framework for empowered cooperation 
A pan-European framework can stimulate a 
broad approach to cooperation between people, 
places and policies at all geographical levels. 
Multi-level governance cooperation must be at 
the core of the effort  

Policy Options  
• Framework for a shared European vision  

• Territorial voice in European policy processes  

• Roving EU-local dialogue  

• Territorial earmarking at programme level 

• Facilitation of bottom-up visions through 
Interreg  

• National platforms for bottom-up visions 

Policy Options 
• Cooperation as conditionality for EU funding 

• Remove barriers to cross-border cooperation 

• Simply cooperation (cooperation SCOs) 

• Increased up-take of ESIF territorial tools  

• Interreg beyond the usual suspects  

• Domestic cooperation initiatives  

Decision Tree  
Policy analysis and policy making can be supported at all levels through a decision tree which encourages 
a territorial focus in understanding how issues can be defined and solutions reached.  

Governance  
The Territorial Agenda post-2020 has to be more than just a policy document, and should take on a strong 
process orientation. This requires a robust (internal) governance structure including partnerships for 
delivery and a coordination unit back-office. It should also champion the role which strong and effective 
government and governance play in supporting the delivery of territorially focused solutions to challenges 
identified at all European scales. 
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Before going into detail of the narrative and potential policy responses, the following gives a brief look 

into the territorial dimension of the key challenge of fragmentation. One main topic in recent political 

debates has been about whether and in how far people perceive that they and the places they live in 

are “left behind” (Dijkstra et al., 2018), “politically abandoned” (Hillje, 2018) or “do not matter” 

(Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). Votes for anti-EU and anti-establishment parties are often understood as the 

revenge of such places at the ballot box. To better understand what drives these votes, regional 

statistics have been looked into, e.g. on age, education, income, employment, remoteness, economic 

and demographic decline (Dijkstra et al., 2018; Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). Looking for these drivers may 

help to identify regions that might be affected by fragmentation in the future. Understanding that the 

analysis of one variable cannot provide a comprehensive picture, the following presents a starting point. 

The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the main indicator often used as a proxy to assess the economic 

performance of regions (Iammarino et al., 2017), e.g. for cohesion funds eligibility. GDP however 

includes items not directly related to a feeling of being well-off (e.g. corporate income taxes, 

undistributed corporate benefits). Looking instead into income data (primary income per capita, in PPS), 

might allow to better depict the feeling of well-being by residential populations.  

By combining absolute income data for 2016 with average annual growth rates for 2006-2016, both the 

current level (static) and the development perspective over time (dynamic) can be covered. People in 

regions with high levels of income but a downward outlook are probably more pessimistic than people 

in regions with lower levels of income but positive future perspectives due to better performance.  

Map 1.1 compares the value of each region to its respective national average, as due to media, 

language and cultural ties, people tend to compare their situation with their fellow nationals rather than 

with the situation in countries beyond their own national borders. In order to identify regions very close 

to the national average and avoid confounding them with regions further apart, thresholds have been 

set for both dimensions resulting in three classes for each dimension (below, around, above national 

average) and consequently in nine groups. The nine groups have been merged to five final categories:  

• Front runners: Regions with high levels of income and medium-high growth rates; mainly located 

in capital regions and strong economic regions like southern Germany, northern Italy or Catalonia. 

• Catching-up: Regions with low-medium levels of income and high income growth; mainly in central 

Europe and peripheral areas (e.g. Scottish Highlands, Galicia/Norte, outermost regions). 

• Losing pace: Regions with medium-high levels of income and low income growth; found all over 

Europe and around some capital areas; some might be at risk of being left behind in the long run. 

• Left behind: Regions with low levels of income and low-medium income growth; mainly located in 

southeast and southern Europe but also in France, the United Kingdom and central Europe. 

• Median: Regions with medium level of income and medium income growth; found in almost all 

countries (except for southeast Europe), they can be understood as representative of their country.  

To get a more comprehensive understanding of different drivers and causes of fragmentation and how 

fragmentation influences and, is influenced by, development perspectives, more research is needed, 

e.g. by including additional indicators and conducting more detailed analyses (NUTS3 level).  
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Map 1.1: A fragmented Europe? An interregional comparison of income  
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2 Policy pointers for the Territorial Agenda post-2020 

Understanding what Europe looks like today and what possible futures might look like leads to the 

question about what to do to shape our future according to our ideals. The following sections provide 

some points for further discussion on policy conclusions.  

To decide about possible pathways to take, one needs to know where one stands today and where one 

wants to go. Setting the direction for possible policy pathways, section 2.1 sketches some basic 

characteristics of a desirable future. Section 2.2 proposes two complementary policy pathways for 

discussion.  

 Towards a new narrative  

Although the overall objectives of the Territorial Agenda remain valid, a new narrative is needed that 

would support thinking and action beyond administrative borders and a wording which appeals to a 

larger target group than those already working with territorial cohesion and territorial cooperation.  

The re-working of the Territorial Agenda needs also to update policy references, e.g. remove references 

to the Europe 2020 Strategy and include references to the Sustainable Development Goals, as well as 

addressing recent development trends and challenges. Some of the topics and trends that have 

emerged or grown stronger since the adoption of the Territorial Agenda need to be addressed. This 

concerns e.g. migration, demographic change, climate change, loss of biodiversity, digitalisation, the 

4th industrial revolution, urbanisations, areas left behind and functional areas. 

To move from possible futures to pointers for policy making, one needs to know the key policy objectives 

for the future, or the future desired by policy makers. While many views exist on this, a wider European 

debate on this topic is currently missing. In an ideal world, Europe would have a broad vision for its 

(territorial) future, acknowledged and shared across a wide range of European societies and policy 

making communities. This would be supported by a strong political appetite and commitment.  

To some degree, the ESDP and Territorial Agenda tried to establish such visions. However, they work 

mainly as visions for a distinct circle of policy makers. Indeed, they are too specific to gather broader 

attention and buy-in from a wider range of policy makers and societal actors. This distance and 

disconnect prevents the achieving of the objectives contained in the documents.  

Definition 

Visions define a desirable picture of the future. This picture is based on a core set of ideas, values and 

principles. Usually, visions only describe the picture without much explanation of how to actually 

achieve it. 

The policy pathways developed for the European Territorial Reference Framework, are based on a 

vision which was implicit in the discussions with key players of the next Territorial Agenda and the 

Strategic Advisory Forum. The narrative of this vision centres around the following key points:  

• Embrace European diversity to overcome societal or territorial fragmentation of 

development potential. A desirable future means ensuring that Europe stays together while 
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acknowledging its diversity as an asset (rather than a driver for separation and fragmentation). This 

diversity needs to be embraced and further developed by a stronger policy focus on intangibles 

(e.g. talents, ideas, knowledge, governance) and experimentation on different possible approach, 

especially at local and regional levels. 

• High quality governments engaging with flexible governance solutions. A desirable future 

means high quality public government at all levels which engage in flexible governance solutions, 

focusing on functional approaches across administrative borders, to serve European citizens. The 

focus of public decision making is on citizens’ wellbeing and the need to empower stakeholders 

where needed.  

In short, these two key points imply a new narrative focusing on ‘jointly fixing crumbling links’ showing 

how joint efforts can address the challenges and avoid increasing disparities driving Europe apart. 

Pointers for the Territorial Agenda post-2020 

• Embrace diversity to overcome societal or territorial fragmentation: This is a vision statement 

for policy making to ensure that the key challenges are addressed. 

• High quality governments engaging with flexible governance solutions: This is a vision 

statement for policy making to ensure that key challenges are addressed.  

 Policy pathways  

The structural key challenges (i.e. a. territorial and societal fragmentation risks, b. growing 

interdependencies between places, and c. functional mismatches between decision making 

jurisdictions and affected geographies from related policy decisions) as well as the exogenous trends 

come with strong territorial implications which point to the risk of further increasing spatial disparities. 

This makes the above vision or narrative as well as the aims and objectives of the next Territorial 

Agenda appear as distant desires.  

In addition to having an – albeit indirect – spatial dimension, possible policy responses could benefit 

from a stronger territorial approach. Indeed, the solutions might only be possible when building on the 

diversity of territorial preconditions in Europe and considering a place-sensitive approach.  

Definition 

Policy pathways describe the large lines along which policies might develop to respond to the key 

challenges, possible futures and visions. Policy pathways can comprise different possible policy 

developments and different levels of policy ambitions.  

The argument that Europe would benefit from a spatial perspective which guides the mobilisation of 

place-sensitive potential and territorial impacts of key policies, has been advocated for some decades 

(Martin et al., 2018; Mehlbye et al., 2019). Although some intergovernmental attempts have been made, 

the idea never really gained a stable footing (e.g. European Commission, 1999; European Union 

Ministers responsible for Spatial Planning and Territorial Development, 2011; MUDTCEU, 2007). Also 

other attempts to convince key decision makers of European and national policies to consider territorial 
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impacts of their regulatory work or funding schemes show rather modest results (e.g. ESPON, 2013a, 

2014).  

This raises the question, what policy responses are possible within the given institutional context – i.e. 

an environment in which territorial and spatial issues are often side-lined. Probably the answer lies 

much more in manifold soft governance approaches. We therefore suggest to think about turning the 

Territorial Agenda into a ‘framework for action in Europe’ focusing on the stimulation of actions rather 

than on redefining the content and overall objectives, which are largely still suitable and mostly need to 

be updated – not modified entirely. In practical terms, this could result in the generation of two 

documents for the Territorial Agenda post-2020. The first part of the Agenda would be a short (approx. 

10 pages) document outlining the policy aims and ambitions, which could be a shortened and more 

modern version of the current Territorial Agenda e.g. following the example of the Urban Agenda for 

the EU, i.e. the Pact of Amsterdam1. The second part could be the Framework for Action in Europe 

putting the focus on concrete policy pathways, application partnerships and pilot actions.  

Definition 

Policy options are concrete options for actions that could be taken within a policy pathway. They are 

usually rather specific on the players addressed (who could take this action) and the means by which 

the action could be taken, e.g. specific funding or regulatory instruments.  

Given the above challenges, trends and future outlooks, there are two complementary pathways for 

such a ‘framework for action in Europe’. The mutually reinforcing pathways concern a framework for 

bottom-up visions of functional areas, and a framework for cooperation in Europe. In the following we 

will detail these two pathways further, including also some suggestions for concrete policy options. 

The policy messages of the European Territorial Reference Framework, its policy pathways and options 

aim to mobilise the NTCCP and SDG players to take action towards a new narrative and framework for 

action for the Territorial Agenda post-2020, as well as inspire players of different governance levels to 

change their mindset and invite them to be engaged in actions closer to EU’s places and citizens. 

Indeed, both pathways require that a wide range of policy players and instruments are brought on board. 

Figure 2.1 provides a quick overview of a range of these stakeholders. They do not need to be engaged 

at the same time and for the same actions. Nevertheless, taking the Territorial Agenda seriously will 

require substantial efforts to bring on board relevant key players and policy instruments. This in turn 

requires a strong sense of ownership of the Territorial Agenda and enthusiastic individuals (or 

‘champions’) among its main stakeholders, i.e. the NTCCP, DGUM and the Territorial Agenda task 

force. These key stakeholders need to reach out to relevant EU institutions and agencies, national 

ministries, regional and local authorities, and to multipliers and spatial interest groups at EU level and 

in all Member States, e.g. national associations of regions and/or municipalities, and European 

groupings as CPMR, CEMR, AEBR, Eurocities, ECTP-CEU, Euromontana etc. 

                                                 
1 See e.g. https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/content/pact-amsterdam  

https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/content/pact-amsterdam
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Figure 2.1: Key players in the policy sphere of the Territorial Agenda  

 
Source: Project team 

Pointers for the Territorial Agenda post-2020 

• Refocus of the Territorial Agenda: Instead of just updating the objectives and modernising the 

wording of the Territorial Agenda, it should be turned from a document setting objectives to a 

framework for action. In pragmatic terms, this may also imply a shortened and modernised version 

of the Agenda being accompanied by a framework for action. 

• New narrative for the Territorial Agenda: A new narrative with a more attractive and 

understandable language is envisaged for the revised Territorial Agenda. As the target group of 

this narrative needs to go beyond the territorial policy community, it needs to transmit territorial 

ideas using non-territorial language. That starts with a title which is appealing to players in a range 

of different sectors.  

• Diverse and multifaceted bottom-up visions: In line with the overall objective to bring Europe 

closer to the citizens and ensure that all places and parts of society (not just promising ones) are 

heard, the Territorial Agenda could become a framework for diverse and multifaceted bottom-up 

visions. The objectives of such visions may even diverge from mainstream policy objectives such 

as growth, jobs and innovation.  

• Cooperation at any geographical level: A core response to the three key challenges outlined by 

this ESPON study (fragmentation and disintegration; growing interdependencies and their 

externalities; mismatch of functionalities), is cooperation. Accordingly, the Territorial Agenda 

post-2020 could become a framework for cooperation between places, between sector policies and 

between groups of society. An important feature will be to stress the broad approach to cooperation 

at any geographical level, and not limit it to existing cooperation initiatives and programmes. 
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2.2.1 Framework for bottom-up territorial visions  

One key response to the challenges – identified by this ESPON study – for the mid- to long-term lies in 

bottom-up visions or territorial strategies. The Territorial Agenda post-2020 could become a framework 

for a comprehensive approach of developing bottom-up visions and, this way, bring the European 

project closer to its citizens and to so called ‘places left behind’. So far visions for the EU are mainly 

developed at EU level, in a top-down direction, i.e. with strong influence from the Member States and 

the Council. Bottom-up visions in line with the idea of place-based policy making would drive a fresh 

approach to strengthen the role and develop the capacity of citizens, municipalities, cities and regions 

to commit to the European project and reinforce the idea of ‘united in diversity’. 

A framework for bottom territorial visions may include several key elements, illustrated in Figure 2.2 

below. The core would be multifaceted approaches to stimulating and empowering various players to 

develop bottom-up territorial visions at the level of functional areas. This may include functional urban 

areas, functional regions, functional cross-border regions, functional macro-regions, sea-basins or any 

other kind of functional geography (including soft spaces). This would be accompanied by a process 

towards a shared European-wide vision or guiding principles to which the bottom-up visions can relate 

to as well as a roving dialogue between the European and local level, giving the territorial dimension in 

European policies a clear voice.  

Figure 2.2: Framework for bottom up territorial visions  

 

Source: Project team 

Framework for 
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Pointers for the Territorial Agenda post-2020 

• European framework for bottom-up visions: The development of bottom-up visions across 

Europe also needs a larger framework at top levels. Such a framework can inspire or provide 

insights on how to develop bottom-up visions. It could also serve as reference framework to which 

visions can link when addressing their places’ role in a European context.  

• Allowing for diverse visions: Given its diversity, Europe needs diverse and multifaceted 

bottom-up spatial visions for its places and functional regions. These visions need to be realistic, 

place-based and address how the place in question links to a wider European perspective. The 

objectives of such spatial visions may be multifaceted and even contradictory between different 

visions.  

• Empowerment of players: The capacity to engage in vision developments for a place and in 

particular for engaging in a vision linking the own place to European perspectives differs between 

places and players. Many players and places might need capacity building and empowerment for 

such a task. This could be a topic for ESPON targeted actions.  

Over the last years, disparities and (perceived and real) inequalities have grown and everyday realities 

differ significantly between different regions in Europe.  

The fragmentation challenge is intrinsically connected to a lack of a shared vision for a European 

perspective (Böhme and Martin, 2019). While some parts of society and some territories see a bright 

future with new possibilities other parts of society and territories face an increasingly less optimistic 

future perspective. Many regions face severe challenges and suffer from demographic and economic 

decline. More and more regions are on the verge of falling behind.2 This is not only linked to actual or 

perceived changes – e.g. demographic and economic decline or declining provision of general services 

– it is also closely linked to a lack of recognition or action to address challenges and discontent. This, 

in turn, is a fundamental driving force for increasing EU-scepticism. The old promise of the EU as a 

stronghold of peace is still kept, but it seems that the EU reneges on the promise, read ‘top-down vision’, 

of prosperity, welfare and personal agency.  

In addition, many people and places do not feel heard anymore, nor treated equally as parts of (a 

European) society. They feel that the EU is detached from their perceptions, needs and perspectives 

accompanied by a perceived ‘push’ to level out all variations in differences and identities in Europe and 

replace these with top-down uniformity. Hoping to strengthen those that promise easy solutions and 

claim that they will give them back control of their lives and countries, citizens make increasing use of 

the ballot box and cast their votes for anti-establishment, nationalist, separatist, illiberal and xenophobic 

parties and movements – the ‘revenge of the places that do not matter’ (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018) and 

the people who are and/or feel left behind. Similarly, different cities and regions in Europe face different 

                                                 
2 The idea of being left behind is subject of a series of short video clips featuring development perspectives of German region 

Wendland with an ironic take: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCXKwFrLWQHOeeP4aEvvUhjw  
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‘everyday realities’ and their inhabitants see different future perspectives; not all of them hopeful ones 

(Böhme et al., 2019). 

Hence, a major task for the EU in the coming years is, among others, to bring Europe closer to its 

citizens, making sure that all places and parts of society are heard, while fulfilling its commitment to 

social, economic and territorial cohesion enshrined in the Treaties. A first step in this direction is taken 

through the new policy objective 5 envisaged in the regulations proposed for the 2021-2027 

programming period. The Territorial Agenda post-2020 should contribute to this task by arguing for 

bottom-up visions (or territorial strategies) that are developed at local and regional level. To bridge the 

gap between municipalities and regions, and the European level, the development process needs to be 

supported by, and taken on board at, European level. Altogether this input should be used as an 

opportunity to participate in creating a new understanding of Europe and its future development 

perspectives.  

Two elements are particularly important in this context for Europe as a framework of bottom-up visions: 

real empowerment of local and regional players (in urban and rural areas), and a stronger focus on 

European (read ‘territorial’) diversity.  

• Empowerment of local players: Local and regional players not used to engaging in European 

policy debates need to be empowered to actively contribute to and conjointly work on future and 

alternative perspectives for their regions and municipalities. Local stakeholders have tacit 

knowledge needed for this, i.e. they know best of their place-specific strengths and weaknesses. 

Therefore, they need to be involved in the process as key players. However, they need information, 

support and incentives to mobilise the players, develop a shared vision and prepare an 

implementation process that generates action.  

• European diversity: In the past, the policy agenda was shaped by the mainstream paradigms of 

economic growth and innovation, accompanied by fiscal consolidation and austerity measures as 

the only way forward and one-size-fits-all solutions. Here, the Territorial Agenda post-2020 can play 

a role to shift the policy focus, especially with its long-standing history of territorial policy documents 

(e.g. ESDP, TAEU, TA 2020) emphasising the need to set up development strategies that reflect 

the territorial diversity and approach this diversity as an asset. More diverse bottom-up visions may 

consequently allow for more diverse future perspectives, some of which might increasingly deviate 

from the abovementioned mainstream growth paradigm, especially if they are based on, and revive 

the value of solidarity (Jouen, 2017). This old paradigm may have been a way forward for some 

regions, but it has not been the remedy for all regions facing challenges today, nor may it 

necessarily be an answer to these challenges in future. If Europe wants to take its diversity 

seriously, bottom-up visions can be a first step to promote and reinforce the value of diversity.  

Both elements point towards a place-based approach (Barca, 2009), which is key to developing diverse 

and multifaceted bottom-up visions. The visions may diverge in many aspects. Their consistency can 

then be discussed against the background of common policy aims at EU level and the core European 

values. Possible ideas for bottom-up visions can be on topics such as local transport, public services, 
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sustainable tourism development, planning of green spaces, connectivity, climate change adaptation 

or taking further public consultations for spatial planning. 

To move from the idea of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 as a framework for bottom-up visions to 

practice requires a clear and concrete framework for action. First of all, this framework mainly needs to 

ensure that places, regions or communities are included in the process. Special emphasis needs to be 

put on those (a) that are usually not participating in European policy development and (b) for whom the 

mainstream narrative and objectives of growth and innovation pose challenges rather than desirable 

future perspectives.  

The Territorial Agenda post-2020 can play a role in developing bottom-up visions both by stimulating 

such a vision process and by providing an overarching framework to which these visions can link. In 

doing so, the Territorial Agenda post-2020 could contribute to promoting European diversity, 

overcoming societal and territorial fragmentation and to elaborating new development perspectives for 

all places.  

Principles for bottom-up visions  

Taking initiative  

• Bottom-up: Although stimulated from national or European level, the initiative for developing 

territorial strategies or visions needs to come from key players in the area. They also need to be 

the driver behind the development process.  

• Shared among a wide range of players: A vision shared among all relevant key players in an 

area needs to be elaborated in cooperation with the relevant players. For the principles on good 

cooperation see section 2.2.2. 

Features to be addressed  

• Taking the starting point in place specificities: The territorial strategies or visions need to be 

place-based and take the starting point in the development potential and challenges of the area 

addressed.  

• Acknowledging exogenous trends and developments: There are also various exogenous 

trends which influence territorial development and each strategy or vision needs to identify key 

trends that will influence development in its territory and in what way.  

• Acknowledging interdependencies with other territories: Territories do not exist independently 

of each other and therefore a key feature for every strategy or vision needs to be a discussion on 

why their development is framed by what is happening elsewhere.  

• Addressing a places role in a wider transnational / European context: Every place in Europe 

contributes to the overall developments in Europe. Therefore, every territorial strategy or vision also 

needs to position its area in the European context and identify the role this area plays in Europe.  

Implementation and follow up 
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• Moving from vision to action: A vision requires action to be achieved. Consequently, a vision 

without action does not matter. Therefore, every territorial strategy or vision should be accompanied 

by an action plan outlining actions to be taken to move towards this vision.  

2.2.2 Framework for empowered cooperation  

A key response to the above challenges for the short-to-medium term is enhanced cooperation. The 

Territorial Agenda post-2020 could therefore become a broad framework for empowered cooperation, 

not only between places, but also between sector policies and between groups of society. EU Member 

States cooperate and design common policies at different levels to address and tackle issues together. 

This fundamental idea should be taken to a new level, taking into account the costs of non-cooperation 

(see e.g. Robert J. et al, 2001). At its most ambitious level, it is recommended that cooperation 

responses become a driving force for future policy underpinned by new and innovative policies and 

actions.  

A framework for cooperation may include several key elements (see also Figure 2.3). In short, such a 

framework would stimulate cooperation at any geographical level from the very local (neighbourhood) 

to the European level and beyond. At the heart of the framework would be multifaceted approaches to 

stimulating and empowering various players to cooperate across territorial boundaries, as well as 

across sector policies and between groups of society.  

Figure 2.3: Framework for cooperation  

 

Source: Project team 
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Pointers for the Territorial Agenda post-2020 

• Cooperation between places (addressing flows): In Europe, there is widespread experience on 

territorial cooperation. This needs to be utilised to foster cooperation at any geographical level – 

not limited to European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) – from sub-local, local and regional, to 

national, cross-border, macro-regional, European and global level. 

• Cooperation between policy sectors: Players from different policy sectors cooperating need to 

overcome the silo structure of policy making, public administration and business organisation. This 

type of cooperation may also include features of territorial impact assessments. 

• Cooperation between societal groups: Cooperation of different groups of our society to 

overcome the societal fragmentation – by income, cultural, religious background etc. – might be 

one of the key concerns for keeping Europe together. This cooperation may involve any groups of 

society. 

Cooperation has been a key principle of the European project. Looking at the European Union level, 

cooperation has played a particularly important role in the framework of European Territorial 

Cooperation (ETC), widely known as Interreg, which has become a mainstream objective of EU 

Cohesion Policy (see e.g. Bachtler et al., 2017; McCann et al., 2017; Medeiros, 2017). Institutions like 

the European Parliament have long supported stronger cooperation by demanding larger budgets and 

a stronger involvement of regional and local actors, while the European Committee of the Regions 

echoed its support condemning the proposed budget cuts to Interreg programmes.  

However, this narrative is expressed in terms which are generally limited to the Interreg programmes, 

which in many ways, have become the de facto EU approach to supporting territorial cooperation. It 

can even be argued that they have become an isolated (sector) policy with a committed yet small 

community that is however rather dispersed and disconnected in how it champions a stronger drive for 

cooperation beyond Interreg. The rather limited presence and profile has furthermore perpetuated the 

tension between ‘place-blind’ and ‘place-based’ policies (Barca et al., 2012; McCann et al., 2017), not 

always taking into account the impacts different policies might be producing in relation to further social 

and economic fragmentation. Consequently one can state that the territorial dimension in EU policies 

has been increasingly overlooked and the role cooperation could play in addressing different challenges 

has been undervalued despite, or perhaps partially due to, the evolution of Interreg.  

Another important point refers to the ethos of comprehensive cooperation as a bottom-up approach of 

policy making. Cooperation can revive domestic appetite for citizen engagement if it is based on a 

strong local and citizen-driven dimension. This approach is gaining momentum in local, regional and 

national policy decision making not least because it offers a response to the current ‘distance’ between 

citizens and institutional decision making. Cooperation actions can also be channelled and tailored 

across different spaces and levels, therefore offering responses which have a strong connecting focus.  

The next Territorial Agenda could hence argue that cooperation in Europe should not be restricted to 

Interreg but should be strategically positioned as a key enabler to respond to challenges as well as to 

address opportunities. Different cooperation forms have up to now paved the way towards a different 
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direction, such as European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation (EGTCs) or the macro-regional 

strategies. The Territorial Agenda post-2020 can propose different lines of cooperation, addressing 

various interdependencies and mismatches of functionalities. It is important that this approach to 

cooperation is not limited to European Territorial Cooperation programmes but takes a much broader 

approach.  

• Cooperation between places (addressing flows): Cooperation of different places or territorial 

entities can help to address interdependencies between territories. This is directly linked to 

addressing flows between places including both the ‘flow of spaces’ and the ‘space of flows’ – i.e. 

understanding places not as separate islands but as webs or networks with considerable flows and 

where developments in one place depend on the flows between this place and other places and 

thus on the development in other places. Innovative cooperation forms can reduce the mismatch 

between the geography of decision making and the geography of the phenomenon addressed. By 

better addressing challenges at local and regional level, it can also support the process of tackling 

territorial fragmentation. Cooperation is relevant at any geographical level, between and within 

districts and neighbourhoods, between neighbouring as well as distant municipalities, within 

metropolitan regions or between provinces and other sub-national entities.  

• Cooperation between policy sectors: Cooperation is not limited to territorial entities and places. 

Players from different policy sectors cooperating and taking a more integrated perspective can help 

to better address interdependencies, fragmentation and mismatch of functionalities. Improving 

sector coordination and overcoming the silo structures of policy making, e.g. in public 

administrations and business organisations, within public and private actors in relevant policy 

issues might help to find more powerful and more integrated policy responses to the key challenges. 

This type of cooperation may also include features of impact assessments to illustrate mutual 

interlinkages and the impact on other sector policies.  

• Cooperation between societal groups: Cooperation of different groups of our society to 

overcome societal fragmentation (which can be observed across groups with e.g. different income 

levels, social status, mobility options, cultural characteristics or religious backgrounds) could 

provide new directions for supporting European integration. Indeed, to a large degree the challenge 

of societal fragmentation as a result of increasing regional disparities and (real and perceived) 

inequalities, are just spatial expressions of an increasingly fragmented economy and society in 

Europe. This cooperation may involve any groups of society. It can furthermore support citizens to 

interact and exchange with people outside their usual communities and peer groups. 

In principle these three types of cooperation have been emphasised in the context of multilevel 

governance for some decades already. ESPON published a specific guide on multilevel governance in 

this context (ESPON, 2013b). It is closely related to reduce disparities on the quality of government and 

institutional capacities across European institutions. Good quality of government is both an objective 

of, and a precondition for successful cooperation.  
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Regardless of the specific type of cooperation, a great variety of topics can be subject to cooperation 

and it can take place at various scales. Certain topics might be better dealt with on a specific scale 

while others need to be addressed on different scales. Following the above mentioned three types of 

cooperation between places, policy sectors and societal groups, Error! Reference source not found. 

provides a non-exhaustive overview of possible topics for cooperation activities at different scales. It is 

the outcome of a workshop conducted at the ESPON seminar in Vienna in December 2018.  

With regard to answering the question who could push forward such an agenda and be the institutional 

‘champion’ that influences the post-2020 debate with stronger demands for a more strategic 

cooperation and a new vision of cooperation, the Territorial Agenda post-2020 could be a possible 

vehicle for this at the level of Member States and the European Commission. Acknowledging the 

institutional context of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 process, it might be wise to focus on small and 

soft steps that can be implemented during the next years as the most efficient strategy to reach more 

ambitious goals in the long-term, rather than presenting an overambitious ‘big plan’ unlikely to be 

implemented.  

To move from the idea of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 as a framework for empowered cooperation 

to practice requires a clear and concrete framework for action. Who should cooperate with whom on 

what? Which type of cooperation and level of intensity is realistic to be achieved? Even if these 

questions are at the end in the hands of players willing to cooperate, the Territorial Agenda post-2020 

should propose to remove barriers making cooperation difficult and propose incentives to facilitate 

cooperation in those fields which are relevant to Europe’s future. ESPON research provides some hints 

and ideas for possible answers to these questions. Still the answers require a combination of political 

leadership and visioning which has been, hitherto, largely absent in the territorial debate. 

The Territorial Agenda post-2020 can consequently play a role in enhancing cooperation, this way 

aiming to induce the necessary responses and reforms to reduce the mismatch of functionalities and 

adapt territorial jurisdictions to current-day requirements.  

Cooperation between places: Different organisations were mentioned, as for instance VASAB and 
EIONET, the European Cross-border Mechanism, as well as a number of networks, as the Networks of 
Urban Forum, mountain areas development network, forest commons associations (each municipality 
and national federation), inter-municipal cooperation, small and medium sized cities and in general city 
networks.  

Cooperation between policy sectors: different European Associations, local institutions, the 
European Association of town planners, ICLEI, the chambers of commerce, but also administrations, 
scientists, local entrepreneurs, farmers and fishermen, policy and decision makers, but also players at 
transnational level, e.g. in the Greater Region and Upper Rhine were mentioned as relevant players by 
the participants of the abovementioned workshop.  

Cooperation between societal groups: involving all societal groups and citizens is proposed, incl. 
migrants, old, young, disabled etc. NGOs, but also the business community, the research community 
are also among the key players. Cooperation between municipalities, community cooperation in 
developing neighbourhoods, real estate developers and the banking sectors were among the relevant 
players discussed under the societal cooperation at the abovementioned ESPON workshop.  
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Table 2.1: Framework for identifying cooperation ambitions 

 Grand scale – setting of 
overall objectives and 

strategies e.g. at interregional 
or European level 

Medium scale – coordination 
of policies and strategies for 

larger functional areas or 
global integration zones  

Action level – cooperation on 
concrete implementation 

actions e.g. in local functional 
areas  
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 • Cooperation with third 

counties 

• SDGs 

• Horizon 2020 projects with 
China and Latin America 

• Open to other countries in 
particular North Africa 

• Migration  

• Climate change 

• Vanguard Initiative regions 
and S3 thematic platforms 
(sustainable manufacturing, 
3D printing, industrial 
modernisation, energy and 
agro-food) 

• Hub approach and smart 
specialisation 

• Bioeconomy, role of 
technology 

• Really integrated railway 

• Maritime Spatial Planning 

• Accessibility 

• Transport 

• Energy 

• Integration with non-EU 
countries (in macro-regions) 

• Ecosystem services 

• Protected areas management 

• Catchment areas 

• Education  

• Social services 

• Labour market integration 
and jobs 

• Pedestrian border crossings 
between EU and non-EU  

• Mobility incl. green mobility  

• Public transport 

• Commuting (easing legal 
settings across borders, joint 
bus lines etc.) 

• Blue / green infrastructure 

• Waste management 

• Renewable energy 

• Transition town movement  

• Coastal development 

• Tourism 

• Capacity building  

• Spatial plans for cross-border 
areas 

• Digitalisation in planning 

• Statistics on local flows over 
international borders 
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 • Agriculture 

• Research and innovation  

• Climate change 

• SMEs 

• Pensions, welfare system 

• Unemployment 

• Labour market integration 

• Connectivity 

• Social affairs 

• Housing 

• Employment 

• Mobility 

• Nature protection 

• Hospitals  

• Education, training 

• Circular economy 

• Healthcare 

• Mobility 

• Housing 

• Regional waste management 

• Capacity building 
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 • Societal cooperation with 
North Africa and Middle East 

• Migration 

• Refugee integration  

• Security 

• Sustainable pension system 

• Welfare system 

• Unemployment 

• EU public TV free for all 

• Education 

• Climate change adaptation 

• Labour market integration 

• Green infrastructure  

• Cultural exchanges 

• Digitalisation 

• Sharing economy (incl. car 
sharing, banks of time, 
temporary & flexible housing, 
co-housing/co-living) 

• Shrinking communities (incl. 
declining border regions) 

• Extreme weather events 

• Silver society-ageing, public 
service for people over 70 

• Entrepreneurship in smart 
specialisation (quadruple helix) 

• Public spaces  

• Energy transition  

• Non-motorised mobility  

• Pre-schools 

• Clean logistics 

• Integration of newcomers, 
migrants and social inclusion of 
different groups of society 

• Capacity building 

Source: Project team 
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Principles for empowerment  

A few principles on good cooperation based on existing research (Böhme et al., 2015; ESPON, 2013b; 

European Commission, 2015): 

Taking initiative  

• When to start cooperation? Cooperation can be used at any moment in a policy cycle, when there 

is a certain issue which requires several players to come together to ensure that all available 

potential are utilised or challenges are addressed appropriately.  

• Who should initiative cooperation? There is no given player to initiate cooperation. In principle 

any player can do that. Usually it helps if the person initiating and leading a cooperation has a 

strong standing in the field and is widely respected. Stakeholder composition may change between 

steps.  

• Whom to involve? The players to be involved depend on the cooperation topic. It is important to 

involve those, whose decision power or political / societal influence are needed (requires mapping 

of most influential stakeholders). Think also of public and private actors but also the third sector. 

Furthermore it is important to ensure a level playing fields between the involved cooperation 

partners.  

How to cooperate?  

• What are the cooperation routines? Cooperation requires clarity on processes, contents and 

objectives. In addition cooperation should include communication routines and cooperation 

practices (awareness raising, create a common understanding or vision, consensus building, 

contractual agreements etc.). 

• How fast can cooperation move? Cooperation takes time not only to agree between the various 

cooperation partners, but also for the partners to ensure their home organisations are on board. 

Leave enough time for feedback loops at involved organisations. 

• What are the rules? Successful cooperation requires clear rules on the cooperation framework, 

as well as a clear and shared understanding of the roles of the individual players involved.  

Implementation and follow 

• Moving from vision to action: Cooperation is not an end in itself. From the outset of any 

cooperation efforts it should be clear how the joint discussions are translated into actions.  
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3 Decision tree – pathway from territorial challenges to 
cooperation action  

Turning the policy pathways into a tool for decision making, the following decision tree can be a first 

design step for assessing territorial challenges. It can provide a framework for understanding how 

different issues are defined through a ‘spatial’ lens for a more comprehensive perspective to consider 

policy responses. By following the structure and answering the different questions, different policy 

options may emerge which were previously not considered. In addition, this approach to analysis can 

help to challenge assumptions concerning whether a challenge has a truly territorial dimension or not. 

It has to be noted that this decision tree is designed for the scope and framework of this project. This 

means that it draws upon the key identified challenges of the project and tries to link them to the policy 

pathways.  

Many of Europe’s most pressing challenges are strongly correlated with territorial issues (e.g. 

fragmentation within and across territories and a growing awareness of interdependencies across 

territories which remain confined to more limited policy making boundaries). Paradoxically, the narrative 

underpinning EU policy making shows a tendency towards underplaying the importance of policy 

analysis and solutions which have a territorial dimension. This decision tree offers a framework to 

support analysis of policy challenges through a territorial ‘lens’. It is not intended to be comprehensive 

but aims to generate interest in and uptake of territorial analysis, across different levels of policy making 

including at EU, national, regional and local levels.  

The decision tree does not aim to offer a solution to all territorial challenges. It rather encourages policy 

makers to consider the links between policy challenges with a territorial dimension and the value of 

cooperation-focused policy actions and solutions.  

Figure 3.1 provides a quick visualisation of such a decision tree. Under step 1, the user identifies the 

nature of the territorial challenge. In the second step, the user identifies the barriers to a solution, or in 

other words, the reason that the territorial challenge at hand cannot be solved. Based on the reason, 

the decision tree directs the user to possible solutions either in the area of territorial cooperation or in 

the area of a shared understanding or shared territorial visions. If the solution rather lies with intensified 

cooperation the next part leads to identifying at what scale and with which actors cooperation needs to 

be enhanced. If the solution rather lies with the development of shared visions, the next step is on what 

feature a shared understanding or vision is needed. Thereafter, it helps in identifying at what 

geographical level and with which types of players such a shared understanding or vision should be 

established. 
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Figure 3.1: Decision tree – pathway from territorial challenges to cooperation action 

 

Source: Project team 
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4 Preparing the ground for the Territorial Agenda post-2020 

The policy pathways ‘framework for bottom-up visions’ and ‘framework for empowered cooperation’ can 

be translated into a series of possible policy options. These policy options can target different policy 

fields and come with different time horizons. The policy options are not mutually exclusive. In many 

cases they could reinforce each other and should be rather considered as complementary or at least 

supplementary options.  

To influence European Cohesion Policy and address strategic issues of current European debates 

which are important levers for strengthening the territorial dimension in European policy making, some 

policy options require immediate action already in 2019. Other policy pointers can wait until after the 

official adoption of the next Territorial Agenda.  

The timing of the policy pointers is closely linked to their policy focus, i.e. whether they address a wider 

European policy debate, Cohesion Policy post-2020, Interreg post-2020 or domestic policies. Figure 

4.1 provides an overview of policy options – also indicating to which policy pathway they belong – are 

further developed in the accompanying fact sheets.  

Figure 4.1: Overview policy options  

Source: Project team 
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Framework for a shared European vision 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Strengthening the territorial dimension in various sector policies and asking 
for more bottom-up territorial visions, will require a reference point outlining 
shared overall principles for the European territory. A shared vision for the 
(territorial) development of Europe could be championed by leading players 
and discussed at Council meetings and by the European Parliament. Such 
a vision needs to be elaborated in a broad process taking on board diverse 
and multifaceted development perspectives at local and regional levels in 
Europe. A starting point could be the scenarios developed by the ESPON 
project on the Territorial Reference Framework.  

What action needs to 
be taken? 

A serious effort needs to be undertaken to inform national ministers in 
various relevant domains, Members of the European Parliament (beyond 
the REGI Committee) and EU Commissioners about the Territorial Agenda 
post-2020 and to engender support for a wider visioning process.  

This action will require considerable efforts in convincing the new 
Commission and the Council of the need for such an overarching strategy 
and the role the Territorial Agenda post-2020 could play inthis e.g. in 
conjunction with the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Hence, a 
process needs to be set up on how to establish the Territorial Agenda post-
2020 as the new guiding document at EU level.  

Who takes the lead? First steps will most likely require that the Directors General in charge of 
the Territorial Agenda post-2020 commit to transmitting the message 
towards other relevant players, e.g. the next Commission as soon as it is 
taking office after the European elections and the German and Finnish 
Council Presidencies. 

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Developing a shared vision for Europe, embracing the regions’ diversities 
will eventually set the milestones for addressing fragmentation in Europe 
and create a reference point for uniting elements. 

Example 

The intergovernmental cooperation on Vision and Strategies around the Baltic Sea (VASAB) 
developing a joint long-term spatial planning perspective covering 11 countries is one example. The 
German-Polish initiative3 which developed a joint vision for the border area is another example. Such 
initiatives in all parts of Europe, be it at regional within countries or beyond national borders, could 
be at the heart of such a vision process. The process would be accompanied by overarching 
discussions by Members of the European Parliament, EU Commissioners, members of the 
Committee of the Regions and national ministries to discuss the core values of Europe and identify 
joint future pathways.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Take as starting point the Territorial Agenda post-2020 and adjust it to future aspirations. 

 Set up a public consultation to identify focus points of a future European vision. 

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

 

                                                 
3 https://www.kooperation-ohne-grenzen.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/GZK-Flyer_en.pdf  

https://www.kooperation-ohne-grenzen.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/GZK-Flyer_en.pdf


 
 

ESPON / ETRF – A Territorial Reference Framework for Europe / Annex 1: Exploring Policy 
Options 

26 

 

Territorial voice in European policy processes  

What is the policy 
option about? 

In the European debate territorial concerns have no unique voice, i.e. no 
specific body that brings (only or mainly) the territorial dimension into the 
policy debates at European level and even in the Member States. To 
ensure that the objectives of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 make it into 
larger policy debates, there is a need for a strong advocacy function. This 
could be an institution or a person, i.e. somebody like Brundtland as 
advocate of territorial cohesion. At a more technical level, the advocacy 
could also be helped by checking all future European policies against 
their impact concerning the key challenges. This could e.g. be part of an 
expanded territorial section in the Commission’s Impact Assessment.  

What action needs to 
be taken? 

The NTCCP needs to discuss how the voice of the territorial dimension 
in general policy debates can be strengthened and which arrangements 
are possible to empower somebody / an entity to take on the role of the 
‘territorial voice in Europe’. The Commission, supported by ESPON, can 
revisit the territorial section in the Commission’s Impact Assessment4 and 
see how this can be further strengthened to also address the key 
challenges. This should be considered in alignment with the expected 
role of the Decision Tree detailed in this report 

Who takes the lead? The NTCCP could - in cooperation with the Committee of the Regions - 
can take the lead to launch a discussion about a future ‘territorial voice in 
Europe’.The Commission can take the lead for revisiting the territorial 
section in the Commission’s Impact Assessment. 

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Such an approach would give help to fight the territorial fragmentation in 
Europe and bring a broader understanding about territorial 
interdependencies to policy making.  

Example 

The Committee of the Regions and the European Commission services make frequent use of the 
ESPON Territorial Impact Assessment. In doing so, it continuously raises the profile of the territorial 
dimension and increases the awareness of territorial implications in a wide range of policy areas.  

In the first years of ESPON, a key policy recommendation was to include some territorial questions 
in the Commission’s Impact Assessment, which any new policy initiative needs to pass. After several 
years of advocating this recommendation it has been heard and the Commission’s Impact 
Assessment was amended.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Initiate an Impact Assessment of EU policies against key challenges (territorial fragmentation; 
territorial interdependencies and mismatch of functionalities), e.g. linked to the decision tree. 

 Discuss with selected EU sector policies in how far the TA 2020+ is relevant for them and how 
they contribute to tackling the three identified key challenges.  

 Charge a freestanding body with raising the ‘territorial voice’ in European policy processes, i.e. 
make clear statements about the territorial dimension and implications in ongoing policy debates. 

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

 

                                                 
4 See https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/impact-assessments_en  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/impact-assessments_en
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Roving EU – local dialogue 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Members of the European Parliament and (high-level) staff of the 
European Commission could take literally the demand for a Europe that 
is closer to the citizens, and pay visits to Europe’s cities and regions to 
discuss with them their needs and perceptions. 

What action needs to be 
taken? 

A considerable effort is needed to set up a European-wide campaign 
where high level representatives meet citizens and representatives 
from local and regional authorities usually not present in European 
debates. This would need to be coordinated with relevant ministries in 
the Member States and would primarily include visits to ‘places left 
behind’. The Committee of the Regions could also act as intermediator 
in such a process, in connection with domestic organisations who would 
play a role in supporting the EU ‘voice’ of different societal groups.  

Who takes the lead? The key player in charge of setting up such a roving public hearing 
debate needs to be identified. This could be the Secretary General of 
the new Commission, the head of the new European Parliament or 
even the President of the Committee of Regions. The ‘Cohesion 
Alliance’, currently lobbying for a strong EU Cohesion Policy post-2020 
could be the framework for this process. Another link could be 
established with the CoR RegHub.5  

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Greater ownership among EU policy makers and greater awareness of 
their responsibility to consider all regions, their needs and assets, can 
contribute to tackling fragmentation and give ‘places left behind’ a 
stronger role in policy making.  

Example 

The ‘Cohesion Alliance’ of the Committee of the Regions is a strong cooperation initiative across all 
levels, of cities, regions, the Committee of the Regions, and representatives of the civil society that 
lobbies for a strong cohesion policy post-2020. A European tour of EU officials around places in 
Europe that are most challenged by fragmentation would need a similar, probably even higher, 
commitment by players at different levels.  

Since March 2019, participants of the ‘Interreg Volunteer Youth’ initiative, i.e. young Europeans 
between 18 and 30, are granted the possibility to organise ‘citizen’s engagement activities’ with the 
support of the European Commission (DG Regio). The aim is to involve the volunteers in 
communication activities that are intended to raise awareness of Cohesion Policy. The volunteers 
can design, plan and organise their own event independently.  

The German think thank “Progressives Zentrum” conducted a journey (‘Europe listens’) to ten 
municipalities in German border regions suffering from economic transition and population decline. 
They collected ideas, concerns, fears, wishes and opinions regarding Europe. Each event was 
co-organised by a local partner organisation (e.g. café, library, housing project or association).  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Identify places that are / feel ‘left-behind’ as locations organise dialogue meetings. 

 Set up an interinstitutional alliance to run dialogue meetings.  

 Invite EU officials to tour around these places and engage in dialogues bridging local and 
European concerns and visions.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

                                                 
5 https://cor.europa.eu/en/news/Pages/reghub-official-launch.aspx 
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Cooperation as “conditionality” 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Cooperation in different forms and types should play a role in more EU 
policies in the future. In principle, cooperation could even be a 
conditionality for EU funding. Every ESIF programme (not only Interreg) 
should have at least a few measures with a clear approach to foster 
cooperation (be it between places, sectors or societal groups), linked 
to the cohesion commitments detailed in the Lisbon Treaty. Every 
Managing Authority could choose a set of measures to be implemented 
through cooperation actions in their programme area or through 
cooperation of players in the programme area with players outside the 
programme area, for example. 

What action needs to be 
taken? 

The regulatory framework for Cohesion Policy post-2020 should 
provide incentives for all programmes to support some cooperation 
actions. The Council working groups and the Commission services 
need to agree on the most suitable changes in the regulatory 
framework.  

Who takes the lead? The NTCCP and Directors General can take corresponding measures 
to convince colleagues in charge of the negotiations of the regulatory 
framework, to make cooperation an essential feature. This concerns 
cooperation between places, cooperation between sectors and 
cooperation between groups of societies within a programme area as 
well as between programme areas. 

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Making cooperation an essential feature of all ESIF programmes will 
help to overcome functional mismatches and address 
interdependencies.  

Example 

Interreg is a prime example of making cooperation a conditionality for funding. Also in mainstream 
ESIF programmes cooperation can and has been addressed. Examples range from CLLD and ITI to 
the cooperation arrangements linked to macro-regional strategies.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Set out guidelines for ESIF programmes on how to support and benefit from cooperation between 
places, sectors and groups of society. 

 Identify good practices where ESIF programmes and actions involved a clear cooperation 
dimension within the programme area as well as beyond the programme area.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 
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Remove barriers to cross-border cooperation  

What is the policy 
option about? 

Besides further incentives for cooperation, it is also important to remove 
existing barriers that prevent more and better cooperation. In the case of 
border regions, for example, obstacles result, i.e. from a lack of EU 
legislation, incoherent domestic laws, and administrative obstacles caused 
by inadequate procedural and adverse behavioural aspects at local, regional 
and national levels (ESPON, 2018b; European Commission, DG REGIO, 
2017). However, also within Member States, barriers for cooperation still 
exist. They are closely linked to a functional mismatch between limits n 
geographical jurisdiction to ‘act’ and the action required in the identified 
territory. Often, administrative units are empowered with certain 
competences. However, their administrative boundaries are rather artificial 
and do not reflect actual relations and flows. This often leads to a lack of 
effective and adequate decisions. 

What action needs 
to be taken? 

Strengthening initiatives which help to reduce barriers to cooperation across 
administrative borders, e.g. tools like the envisaged Cross-Border 
Mechanism (ECBM). 

Who takes the 
lead? 

The NTCCP and Directors General responsible for the Territorial Agenda 
post-2020 need to stress the need for instruments reducing cross-border 
cooperation barriers in their countries and provide a compelling narrative to 
Member States of the benefits to be gained.. Strong high-level champions 
could be politicians such as former presidents of the Association of European 
Border Regions (e.g. Wolfgang Schäuble) or Members of the European 
Parliament with a strong focus on cross-border development.  

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Fewer boundaries to cooperation would allow for less fragmentation and 
more positive spill-overs across European territories and especially cross-
border regions. 

Example 

The implementation of various cross-border public services shows the limitations imposed by 
incoherent national rules and standards. Examples can be found in many areas, e.g. 

• various health services are affected by the long development process of the hospital EGTC 
Cerdanya or the still not completed joint health centre at the Czech-Austrian border; 

• school education such as in Bad Radkersburg (Austrian-Slovenian border) or in Prosenjakovci 
(Slovenian-Hungarian border) to ensure the same conditions for pupils from both sides; 

• cross-border water provision and sewage water treatment at various borders of Germany that 
require tailored approaches and solutions  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 NTCCP and Directors General should coordinate communication efforts to their ministries to 
advocate instruments reducing cross-border cooperation barriers, especially highlighting its 
advantages for territorial development in border regions. 

 Allow single cross-border regions to test innovative approaches to overcome cooperation 
barriers for clearly defined measures, accompanied and supervised by national authorities.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 
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Territorial earmarking at programme level 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Raising more awareness about territorial differences within future ESIF 
programme areas, programmes could be recommended to earmark some 
parts of their funding to specific types of territories within the programme 
area (e.g. coastal, mountainous, sparsely populated, rural). The earmarking 
could be based on the territorial strategies for the programme area 
mentioned in the regulations. This would be on a voluntary basis without any 
predefined types of territories or levels of earmarking set at European level, 
i.e. not copying the model of urban earmarking. 

What action needs 
to be taken? 

Encourage programmes to earmark parts of their budgets for specific types 
of territories based on the analysis of the programme area. This could be 
done as suggestions in the regulatory framework or in the Partnership 
Agreements. As a first step, it would be important to raise awareness for 
territorial challenges, e.g. by applying tools like the decision tree, mentioned 
in chapter 3. 

Who takes the 
lead? 

The NTCCP and Directors General need to take corresponding measures to 
convince their colleagues involved in the development of the Partnership 
Agreements and Operational Programmes to work with programme specific 
territorial earmarking.  

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Member States with specific territorial challenges are provided with the 
option to earmark investment support – through their programmes. This 
offers the possibility to reduce the risks of functional mismatches, as well as 
other possible territorially-linked challenges. 

Example 

In Romania a multi-funded approach is being used for the implementation of ITI in the Danube Delta 
biosphere reserve. The ITI area covers the estuary region of the Danube into the Black Sea and 
includes regions in a peripheral location with a low level of economic activity. ITI supports a place-
based approach, stimulating integrated development and cross-sector cooperation. More concretely, 
the ITI facilitates the implementation of complex projects stimulating integrated territorial 
development and contributing to the priorities within the Territorial Agenda 2020.6 

Latvia already works with territorial earmarking in its Growth and Employment programme 
(ERDF/ESF/CF/YEI). For example, it contains particular earmarking for coastal areas and for the 
areas bordering Russia and Belarus.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Identify single programmes to provide support in the process of voluntary territorial earmarking 
and evaluate how it affects programme development and implementation.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

  

                                                 
6 https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/Publications/OnlinePublications/2015/DL-ON152015-

new.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5 

https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/Publications/OnlinePublications/2015/DL-ON152015-new.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/Publications/OnlinePublications/2015/DL-ON152015-new.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5
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Simplify cooperation  
e.g. through ‘cooperation SCOs’ 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Cooperation is not only about the EU’s Interreg programmes, nor is it 
restricted to cooperation across countries. It is a broader concept, 
concerning all geographical levels, including. functional regions within 
countries.  

Specific incentives such as simplified cost options (SCOs) for cooperation in 
ESIF programmes, could promote the implementation of measures in 
cooperation structures at all geographical levels, e.g. between transport 
associations that cooperate beyond administrative boundaries when working 
on an urban transport system to better reflect commuter flows within a 
functional region, or national networks to promote exchange between 
different types of players and mutual learning. 

What action needs 
to be taken? 

At EU level simplified cost options for various types of cooperation 
(Cooperation SCOs) could be established, so that Member States and 
programmes could use these as off-the-shelf solutions without the need to 
undertake an upfront investment in generating ideas and pathways to deliver 
this. 

Who takes the 
lead? 

The Commission Services to develop appropriate off-the-shelf solutions for 
SCOs for cooperation actions.  

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Such a measure can facilitate cooperation of any type and at any level, by 
offering regions easier access to cooperation solutions and incentivising 
their uptake, which could eventually decrease fragmentation and increase 
positive spill-overs.  

Example 

Simplified cost options (SCOs) are used in Interreg programmes to a much greater extent in the 
2014-2020 period than in the past. SCOs can help reduce the administrative burden of beneficiaries 
and administrative costs for programme bodies. SCOs in terms of flat rates, standard scale of unit 
costs and lump sums are defined ex-ante based on calculations that involve averages or analysis of 
historical/statistical data. Eligible costs are calculated by applying a fixed percentage (flat rate) to 
some other costs, or a fixed price (standard unit cost or lump sum) is paid subject to reaching 
concrete inputs/outputs agreed in advance. In that sense they signify a departure from the 
requirement to trace every Euro of co-financed expenditure.7 

Ideas for experimental actions 

 The NTCCP could collect experience and examples of SCOs focusing on cooperation or used in 
the context of Interreg. 

 Develop off the shelf SCO methodologies which can be easily picked up by programmes.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

  

                                                 
7 www.interact-eu.net/download/file/fid/13417 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&ved=2ahUKEwi_npvk48rgAhVB6qQKHeZhDTsQFjACegQIBxAC&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.interact-eu.net%2Fdownload%2Ffile%2Ffid%2F13417&usg=AOvVaw2NhXF3rfq6nTO2GtVk0pWI
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Increased uptake and use of ESIF territorial tools 

What is the policy 
option about? 

The ESIF regulatory framework presents a wide range of territorial tools 
which allow for place-sensitive cooperation between places, sectors and/or 
societal groups. Many programmes have already worked with e.g. Integrated 
Territorial Development (ITI) or Community Led Local Development (CLLD) 
in the past. Under the future Policy Objective 5 territorial strategies are 
encouraged. ESIF territorial tools could be further encouraged in future, e.g. 
by linking the programmes to the rationale and policy pathways of the 
Territorial Agenda post-2020.  

What action needs 
to be taken? 

The main step is to better evidence the value and benefits of ESIF 
programmes making even more use of the territorial tools offered in the 
regulations. Financial incentives to engage with this are a mechanism which 
could be offered to ‘kickstart’ such an initiative, not least in supporting 
managing authorities to invest time and expertise in reviewing the territorial 
needs and evidence underpinning their programmes. In addition, an in-depth 
dialogue could be set up to understand better how to improve the uptake. In 
addition, more information needs to be made available for, and disseminated 
among, decision makers at programme, local and regional level.  

Who takes the 
lead? 

It will be mainly the task of the members of the NTCCP to reach out to 
programme authorities in their countries and lobby for better uptake. NTCCP 
members could then support the programme authorities in initiating and 
coordinating their activities.  

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Providing incentives to use territorial tools at local and regional level and 
providing information about the advantages of the existing tools will 
contribute to place-based policy making. This would help to address diverse 
local needs and assets. It would also help to address territorial 
interdependencies and overcome functional mismatches.  

Example 

Different materials on territorial tools are already available, e.g. at EU level a guidance for local actors 
by the European Parliament8, a study on the uptake of territorial instruments by BBSR9, or a study 
on integrated territorial and urban strategies by EPRC10.  

Territorial tools have been applied across national borders, as has been shown by the Italian-Austrian 
border area, where the CLLD tool is applied at cross-border level, or the Italian-Slovenian border 
area, where the ITI tool is applied at cross-border level.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Organise events for programme authorities already using such tools and programme authorities 
interested in a better uptake.  

 Increase the visibility and support the uptake of the instruments by information and good 
practices material.  

 The European Commission could provide further guidance on the territorial tools. 

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

 

                                                 
8 https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/guidance_clld_local_actors_en.pdf  

9 https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/Publications/OnlinePublications/2015/DL-ON152015-

new.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5  

10 https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/integrated_strategies/integrated_strategies_en.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/guidance_clld_local_actors_en.pdf
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/Publications/OnlinePublications/2015/DL-ON152015-new.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/Publications/OnlinePublications/2015/DL-ON152015-new.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/integrated_strategies/integrated_strategies_en.pdf
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Interreg beyond the usual suspects / spread cooperation message 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Interreg is an established and widely used policy instrument to further 
territorial cooperation. A key challenge of many Interreg programmes is, 
however, that there is a substantial share of usual suspects making use of 
the cooperation programmes while other players are difficult to bring on 
board or do not have the (administrative) capacity to engage in Interreg 
projects. 

What action needs 
to be taken? 

Efforts should be undertaken to further widen the community of players 
involved in cooperation programmes and projects and also provide capacity 
building support for smaller and inexperienced players.  

Who takes the 
lead? 

The NTCCP needs to convince Interreg programmes and their Monitoring 
Committees to further strengthen their efforts to reach out to new players 
and in particular to players with limited capacities to engage in cooperation 
projects. 

What are possible 
outcomes? 

More territorial cooperation beyond national borders can help places to 
conjointly understand their interdependencies and address both positive and 
negative externalities.  

Example 

Many Interreg programmes make already particular efforts to attract applications from new types of 
beneficiaries. The Interreg Programme Central Europe e.g. noted that about one quarter of the 
applicants were applying to Interreg for the first time.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Include an indicator on the share of beneficiaries participating for the first time in an Interreg 
project in the monitoring system of Interreg programmes.  

 Highlight the stakeholder involvement and the missing types of partners in the Interreg 
community, i.e. players that are important from a territorial / TA 2020+ perspective but do not yet 
cooperate across borders  

 Reach out to players and convince them of, as well as raise awareness of, the added value of 
cooperation.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 
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Facilitation of bottom-up territorial visions through Interreg 

What is the policy 
option about? 

The development process of bottom-up visions could be supported, 
coordinated and facilitated by a European body or programme, paying 
particular attention to overarching structural challenges from a truly 
European perspective.  

Every transnational and cross-border Interreg programme shall support the 
vision development for cross-border/transnational functional areas in the 
respective programme area. In addition also an action allowing for local 
discussions with EU decision makers could be set up under Interreg. 

ESPON could facilitate these processes with territorial evidence and advise 
on visioning processes.  

What action needs 
to be taken? 

There needs to be an agreement that an EU-wide player supporting the 
development of bottom-up visions is needed, and whether transnational and 
cross-border Interreg programmes and ESPON could take a role in this. 
Following up on that, the necessary formal steps need to be taken, e.g. in 
drafting the post-2020 Operational Programmes. 

Who takes the 
lead? 

Interreg Monitoring Committee need to ensure that the relevant provisions 
are made when drafting the Operational Programmes. 

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Giving the floor to regions that are spatially challenged through supporting 
them in developing their territorial visions, could decrease territorial 
fragmentation across places in Europe.  

Example 

The Swiss Federal Government has delineated ‘Action Areas’ (‘Handlungsräume’) on the basis of a 
dialogue between national, regional and local stakeholders. This ‘soft’ strategy is a complement to 
two ‘hard’ federal strategies, respectively for land use and for transport/energy. The ESPON 
ACTAREA study has compiled a number of examples of good practice, especially in Action Areas 
where tailor-made cooperation structures have been established or where there were extensive pre-
existing cultures of cooperation. Continuous efforts are needed to identify potential fields of 
cooperation, mobilise relevant actors, facilitate dialogues and implement measures.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Set up a data base with good examples of local and regional cross-border visions.  

 Facilitate exchange and mutual learning between different border areas. 

 ESPON could set up targeted analysis projects on the regions interested in developing bottom-
up visions and support them throughout the process. 

 Provide funding for regions to organise bottom-up vision processes that help them position their 
development and contribute to a European framework.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 
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National platforms for bottom-up visions 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Embracing the subsidiarity principle, the development process also has to 
be facilitated by each Member State or even regions individually. As visions 
are usually elaborated in cooperation with various players, this is closely 
interlinked with the policy option on domestic cooperation initiatives (see 
next page).  

In the aftermath, the visions would be first merged at national level in an 
intermediate step and only then aligned at the European level. 

What action needs 
to be taken? 

The application of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 in the Member States, 
including convincing local and regional authorities as well as sector policies 
to take on board the ideas presented in the Territorial Agenda post-2020. 

Who takes the 
lead? 

It will be mainly the task of the NTCCP to ensure uptake in their country and 
also to invite local and regional players to assume ownership of the Agenda. 
In this context also possibility to communicate in national language and 
translate abstract European policy notions into concrete wording matching 
the everyday reality of players at local and regional level are important. 

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Bottom-up visions developed and facilitated within each Member State first 
might allow the overall process to be conducted in a way that is closer to the 
local and regional levels. The facilitators at national level are more aware of 
these needs and assets than at European level. Hence, such an approach 
will contribute to tackling interregional fragmentation.  

Example 

An example can be the National Planning Framework in Ireland, a high level strategic plan for 
shaping growth and development of Ireland up to 2040, involving a large stakeholder engagement, 
consultations, large participation, development of a range of events, platforms, conferences to raise 
awareness and involve players.11 

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Set up a collection of existing platforms at national level.  

 Develop a guidance on what to consider.  

 Set up such platforms in Member States, in which they do not exist.  

 Create a EU-wide network of platforms.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

 
  

                                                 
11 McCoy C., 2018, Project Ireland 2040, Building Ireland’s Future, Public Participation & Stakeholder Engagement in the National 

Planning Framework, presentation at ESPON workshop on Public Participation in Spatial Planning: improving processes and 
outputs, organised in Luxembourg, 24 September 2018. 
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Domestic cooperation initiatives 

What is the policy 
option about? 

Cooperation also needs to be further emphasised within countries. While 
some countries12 already have or discuss platforms facilitating cooperation 
between places, sectors and groups of society, still more efforts are needed 
throughout Europe. 

These cooperation platforms may also by used to facilitate the development 
of bottom-up visions, mentioned in the above policy option.  

What action needs 
to be taken? 

Ramp up efforts to initiate and facilitate cooperation between places, sectors 
and societal groups within the individual countries. 

Who takes the 
lead? 

It will be mainly the task of the NTCCP to ensure uptake in their country and 
also to invite local and regional players to assume ownership of the Agenda. 
In this context also the possibility to communicate in national language and 
translate abstract European policy notions into concrete wording matching 
the everyday reality of players at local and regional level is important. 

What are possible 
outcomes? 

Domestic cooperation initiatives might facilitate cooperation beyond the 
community of usual suspects. They might be perceived as low-threshold 
offers because they allow all players to work in a more familiar institutional 
setting and in the respective mother tongue. Hence, such initiatives might 
help to tackle territorial fragmentation and reach out to places that feel / are 
left behind.  

Example 

In Luxembourg, convention areas are used as a vehicle for cooperation between the state and 
municipalities to work in different settings and on different topics. Currently, four convention areas 
are active, dealing with land for housing, a development strategy for southern Luxembourg, an 
agglomeration area in the north and a platform for exchanging experience on local, national and 
European level.  

Ideas for experimental actions 

 Set up a collection of domestic cooperation initiatives with a focus on initiatives outside the 
standard scope or in relevant sector policies.  

 Create national platforms of exchange to bring together different initiatives, ensuring 
engagement of domestic actors with direct experience of / relevance to the topics for exchange.  

Time line 
 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

 
  

                                                 
12 For instance in Luxembourg has an urban policy platform bringing together urban municipalities and different sector ministries 

(see www.cipu.lu) which is one attempt to foster more cooperation between places and policy sectors. Also many other countries 
have initiatives to facilitate cooperation.  

http://www.cipu.lu/
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5 Governance approach  

The Territorial Agenda post-2020 has to be more than just a document. It needs the character of an 

application process involving players at various governance levels – local to European – and in various 

policy sectors. As outlined in earlier studies (e.g. ESPON, 2018a) and also discussed at the Director 

Generals Meeting during the Austrian Council Presidency, a meaningful revised Territorial Agenda 

post-2020 needs to come with a clear governance approach.  

To stimulate a further discussion on an appropriate approach, the following presents a few reflections 

on implementation pilots, a stable back office and a network or community of ‘Territorial Agenda 

Workers’.  

 Partnership topics / pilot actions 

The key change required is to move the Territorial Agenda to become a long-term policy process going 

beyond the elaboration of a single document and accompany it with a framework for action addressing 

bottom-up visions and cooperation. This will make the Territorial Agenda a solid and robust policy.  

To ensure a large buy-in on the Territorial Agenda, it will be necessary to actively involve a wider range 

of key players in the creation process of the revised agenda. This ranges from representatives of 

different EU sector policies to high level national representatives (also covering different sectors) to 

regional and local representatives, also including smaller municipalities (see also Figure 2.1 on page 

11). This may help to reach more political attention and also upscale successful experience. In any 

case, it will make it easier to further engage everyone involved in the co-creation process, in the follow-

up application of the Territorial Agenda. The partnership approach currently used for the Pact of 

Amsterdam might offer some inspiration. To support the partnerships, they could be mirrored through 

ESPON’s targeted analyses. Implementation partnerships might take various forms.  

To make it concrete, territorial pilot projects or partnerships could be identified. Possible pilot project 

could either approach individual of the below ideas or combinations thereof:  

• the organisation of territorial dialogues in various locations in Europe (see policy option on 

‘roving EU-local dialogue’);  

Concrete pilot project idea – European-local territorial dialogues: Initiate and test approaches for 

local dialogues on territorial development and spatial planning in a European context, e.g. making 

use of the experience of ESPONTrain or the local dialogue initiative “Europe listens” in Germany13.  

• the elaboration of bottom-up visions or territorial strategies at local level (see e.g. policy options 

on ‘increased uptake and use of ESIF territorial tools’ or ‘facilitation of bottom-up visions through 

Interrreg’); 

Concrete pilot project idea – Local strategies for Europe: Initiating and testing approaches for 

integrated territorial visions/strategies for functional areas (e.g. cross-border areas or sea basins) 

                                                 
13 See www.progressives-zentrum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Europa_Hoert_Abschlussbericht.pdf 
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in a European context, e.g. making use of the experience of ESPON targeted analysis results such 

as ACTAREA.  

• the stimulation of cooperation between places, focusing on functional areas from local areas 

via rural-urban partnerships, functional regions, cross-border functional regions to sea basins, 

macro-regional or European wide functional areas; 

Concrete pilot project idea – New investments based on multi-level governance partnerships: 

Identify and further develop approaches for new investments based on multi-level governance 

partnerships in functional areas, by e.g. making use of ESIF funding instruments.  

• the stimulation of cooperation between sectors, bringing together representatives of various 

sector policies (and civil society organisations), and raising awareness on how sector policies may 

further accelerate or reduce societal and territorial fragmentation. In addition, such cooperation 

could shed light on the dynamics underpinning territorial interdependencies and generate new 

ideas for how to harness opportunities from such cooperation. Key sectors might be drawn from 

Cohesion Policy, transport, climate, environmental or energy policies; 

Concrete pilot project idea – Territorial dimension of energy policies: Identify and test approaches 

for the cooperation between spatial planning and energy policies (at any geographical level) on the 

territorial dimension of energy policies (production, transmission and consumption).  

• the stimulation of cooperation between societal groups, bringing together different groups in 

society to address development perspectives; 

Concrete pilot project idea – Structured dialogue on the European territory: Initiating a structured 

dialogue between Member States and civil society representatives on the future of the European 

territory similar to the ESIF Structured Dialogue14.  

• the removal of cooperation barriers at various levels (see policy option on ‘remove barriers for 

cooperation’), and possibly also capacity building for cooperation among small players with little or 

no cooperation experience; 

Concrete pilot project idea – Cross-border functional areas: Identification of cross-border functional 

areas and concrete local examples of how cooperation barriers have been addressed and removed, 

e.g. based on b-solution15 experience or ESPON studies such as cross-border public services.  

• the scaling up of domestic cooperation platforms facilitating cooperation between places within 

a country (see policy option on ‘domestic cooperation initiatives’).  

Concrete pilot project idea – Functional Rural-urban partnerships: Identification of functional areas 

covering urban and rural municipalities and concrete examples of how cooperation barriers have 

been addressed and removed to allow for rural-urban partnerships.  

                                                 
14 See also https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/communication/structured-dialogue-with-partners/ 

15 See www.b-solutionsproject.com 
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The actors coming together in such a partnership may involve players from the NTCCP and line 

ministries relevant for the topic, as well as DG REGIO and other relevant DGs and most importantly 

also regional and local representatives. Where appropriate also civil society organisations or private 

sector representatives can join. The aim of the partnerships would be to develop or exploit concrete 

actions16, where the Territorial Agenda is applied, and to upscale successful experience by spreading 

new practices or influencing European policy making. In the best of all worlds, some of these territorial 

partnerships could start already in 2019 and show case first results when the Territorial Agenda 

post-2020 is adopted.  

 Strategic investment in coordination efforts and back office functions to 
support a revised Territorial Agenda  

The proposed revisions and upgrading to the post-2020 Territorial Agenda set out in this report must 

be accompanied by a stable back office function ensuring a continuous and ambitious follow-up and 

implementation effort. This also includes supporting the implementation through investments and 

access to financing, outward communication and monitoring (i.e. not only serving the needs of the 

‘internal’ structure of the Territorial Agenda). Driving the implementation processes and keeping all 

relevant players highly committed requires coordination efforts, continuous responsibility and targeted 

investments. Past experience suggests that this is one of the weak points of intergovernmental 

cooperation on territorial policies. 

Acknowledging that territorial policies are not an EU competence, the question is how 

intergovernmental cooperation can ensure an ambitious implementation process. A sufficiently staffed 

competent secretariat could e.g. be able to ensure a stable back office supporting the rotating EU 

Presidencies. As there are no financial means for such a secretariat, existing structures might need to 

step in. These might be within the framework of EU institutions or existing cooperation programmes.  

Driving the implementation processes and coordinating the various implementation activities (incl. 

cross-fertilisation and reporting) requires some coordination resources. The coordination or secretariat 

role could e.g. be taken on by the ESPON EGTC, with the NTCCP as ‘project owner’. The coordination 

could also be in charge of monitoring the application of the Territorial Agenda.  

 Network or community of ‘Territorial Agenda Workers’ 

Historically, the ESDP, was envisaged with the idea of a network or community of ‘spatial planning 

bodies’ to exchange experience on the implementation of the ESDP and the further development of 

national regulations and instruments (European Commission, 1999: 45). 

This idea was one of the original motivations of ESPON – besides the development of comparable 

territorial information and evidence. In that spirit the Study Programme on Spatial Planning – the test-

phase of ESPON – was merely a network of spatial planning bodies and put a lot of effort into creating 

a network.. With the establishment of ESPON, this networking format was transformed.  

                                                 
16 Stocktaking exercises by TCUM and NTCCP can serve as a starting point, though the partnerships are meant to go beyond 

that and bring together players from different locations and finally make a combined effort to inspire the change of practice across 
Europe either by disseminating practice experience or influencing European policies.  
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To support the implementation of the revised Territorial Agenda post-2020 as a process rather than as 

a one-off document, it would be worthwhile to consider again building a European network and a 

community of spatial planners. Supporting the creation of a community might increase the commitment 

of key players in the Member States, regions and municipalities and support them in their efforts to 

apply the Territorial Agenda. The focus should probably be on practitioners from all levels of 

governance, rather than researchers. Measures to support such a community building could include  

• an annual European Territorial Agenda Day where the community can meet and exchange insights 

– this could build on a NTCCP meeting enlarged in direction of a more focused version of the 

European Week of Cities and Regions or a more practitioners-oriented version of the six-monthly 

ESPON seminars; 

• exploring the possibilities of TAIEX17, the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange 

instrument of the European Commission, for staff exchange and peer-to-peer learning between 

spatial planning authorities at different levels of governance and in different policy sectors. 

6 Key statements  

The ESPON study on a European Territorial Reference Framework holds some important key 

statements for the Territorial Agenda post-2020. 

1. An on-going process instead of a one-off document 

1.1. The Territorial Agenda post-2020 has to be a long-term policy process going beyond the 

elaboration of a single document.  

1.2. Some application processes need to start already now, as the window of opportunity for influencing 

EU policies post-2020 (including Cohesion Policy and EAFRD) will be closed by the time the 

Territorial Agenda post-2020 will be approved.  

1.3. A sufficiently staffed and competent secretariat would be able to ensure a stable back office and, 

driving the implementation processes, while keeping all relevant players highly committed. 

2. Strengthen the regulatory framework for EU Cohesion Policy  

2.1. The draft regulations for Cohesion Policy post-2020 could include a requirement for Managing 

Authorities to present their proposals for investments at the level of functional areas and 

through cooperation initiatives/ projects (within mainstream programmes) to contribute to a 

more integrated, territorially sensitive, impactful and visible use of EU funding.  

2.2. The draft regulations envisage a new tool which can help to overcome border obstacles and 

strengthen integrated territorial approaches. Initiatives which help to reduce barriers to 

cooperation across administrative borders should be strengthened, e.g. tools like the 

envisaged Cross-Border Mechanism (ECBM). 

3. Operational Programmes should make better use of ESIF territorial tools  

                                                 
17 See e.g. TAIEX-REGIO Peer 2 Peer http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/p2p  

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/p2p
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3.1. In the draft regulations for Cohesion Policy and EAFRD post-2020, the use of territorial tools 

(incl. territorial strategies, CLLD and ITI) is optional. Incentives should be provided in the draft 

regulations to stimulate their use.  

3.2. For a better use of funding, all programmes should develop territorial strategies, and based on 

that an experimental process of territorial earmarking should be encouraged. 

3.3. Territorial tools such as CLLD and ITI have been used successfully by many programmes in 

the 2014-2020 period. In the next programming period the uptake of these tools should be 

further encouraged and broadened.  

3.4. European Territorial Cooperation, i.e. Interreg, has in many cases made efforts to widen the 

range of target groups and beneficiaries beyond the ‘usual suspects’. To further strengthen 

the opening of the programmes, an indicator on the share of beneficiaries participating for the 

first time in an Interreg project could be introduced in the programmes´ monitoring system.  

4. A strategic framework for a stronger territorial dimension of EU policies 

4.1. The power and influence of the Territorial Agenda post-2020 depends largely on the level of 

ambition to bring a territorial dimension to a wider range of key policy fields. This could be 

done through a broadly shared territorial vision for Europe. The NTCCP should start a 

discussion about the possibilities to initiate a broad European visioning process.  

4.2. To bring a territorial dimension to a wider range of key policy fields, there needs to be a body 

designated to give a voice to the territorial dimension in European debates. The NTCCP should 

start a discussion about the possibilities to initiate such a voice of the territorial dimension. 

5. A strategic framework for a stronger territorial dimension in the Member States  

5.1. At national and sub-national levels, the power and influence of the Territorial Agenda post-

2020 depends largely on the level of ambition to bring a territorial dimension to a wider range 

of key policy players and fields. This can be done through strengthening national and sub-

national initiatives supporting cooperation between places, sectors and groups of society.  

5.2. The territorial dimension to European policy making can be further strengthened by reinforcing 

the role played by (and value derived from) positioning a selected functional area within a 

wider territory (e.g. within a country or across border). In addition, national and sub-national 

initiatives supporting the development of such strategies or visions can be further 

strengthened. 
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