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Executive Summary  

The objective of the ESPON European Teritorial Reference Framework (ETRF) project is to 

develop a territorial reference framework for Europe to inform and guide, with relevant 

territorial evidence and policy insights, the intergovernmental process preparing a new 

Territorial Agenda for Europe post-2020 (TA2020+). The TA2020+ is forseen to be adopted 

during the German Presidency of the European Council in 2020 to replace the ‘Territorial 

Agenda of the European Union 2020 - Towards an Inclusive, Smart and Sustainable Europe 

of Diverse Regions’ adopted during the Hungarian Presidency of the European Council 2011. 

The Territorial Agenda 2020 (TA2020) is an action oriented policy framework to support 

territorial cohesion in Europe through the integration of territorial dimension in European 

Union (EU) policy processes at all governance levels. 

 

The territorial reference framework developed as part of the ETRF project is intended to 

provide a normative, long-term territorial development perspective, or vision, to assist in 

framing the political debate on the territorial dimension of all relevant post-2020 EU strategic 

policies and longer term cohesion goals, including TA2020+. The territorial reference 

framework has been arrived at using advanced quantitative and qualitative scenario methods 

and a wide-ranging pan-European deliberative participatory process with policy actors at all 

scales over a period of eighteen months between November 2017 and May 2019. A wider 

range of expert stakeholders, institutions and networks have also been engaged in this 

process, including the Joint Research Centre of the European Commission, the Committee of 

Regions, and the European Parliament. As part of this process the ETRF project engaged 

directly with the Task Force for the Renewal of the Territorial Agenda for the EU (TFTAEU) 

established by the Network of Territorial Cohesion Contact Points (NTCCP) under the 

auspices of the rotating ‘Trio Presidencies’ of Bulgaria, Austria, Bulgaria and Romania.  

 

Over the study period a number of key outputs has been delivered, building to this Final 

Report. These include an extensive literature review, trends analysis, design of strategic 

policy scenarios and their assessment through an econometric model (MASST3), and the 

formulation of policy pathways for the future. At the core of this effort, the study team has 

been supported by the Strategic Advisory Forum (SAF), comprising 15 experts in territorial 

development who met five times over the study period. The aim of this deliberative process 

was also to develop and recommend workable and realistic mid-term policy proposals for the 

governance of TA2020+ as a means towards the achievement of the longer-term territorial 

development perspective which could be adopted as part of TA2020+. As part of this 

engagement a range fo discussion papers were prepared as inputs to the regular NTTCP and 

meetings of Director General’s responsible for Territorial Cohesion. 

This report represent the views of the project team and do not necessarily reflect the views of 

the ESPON MC. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 ESPON Territorial Reference Framework project at glance 

In the framework of the ESPON programme, the ETRF project has worked on the 

development of a European Territorial Reference Framework, as an input to the upcoming 

policy debate on a Territorial Agenda post-2020 (TA2020+). It aimed at developing a long-

term territorial development perspective for Europe to assist in informing the territorial 

dimension of European policies. As part of the updated TA2020+, the project advocates for an 

improved territorial sensitivity across all other relevant post-2020 European policies. 

This report provides the main findings developed during the ESPON ETRF project, building 

on previous project deliveries1.  

To provide an evidence base to inspire the TA2020+ process, the main activities and outputs 

of the ETRF project have been as follows: 

• Policy Aims: The policy aims advocated by the previous territorial agendas remain 

valid since they were linked to core European values such as sustainable, inclusive, 

balanced and smart growth. The main strategies of previous territorial agendas 

therefore remain valid, enhancing the territorial dimension of European policies, 

particularly Cohesion, as well as territorial cooperation.  

• Past Changes: The identified major social, economic, technological and 

environmental challenges continue to evolve from the previous TA 2020, adopted in 

2011, in the context of the actual discussions concerning future Cohesion policies, at 

European and world level. During the last decade we have experienced the 

emergence of new technologies as well as social behaviours together with 

exacerbating environmental problems which are having profund economic and 

geostrategic impacts, and representing major political challenges. It is unlikely that 

old policies will work in the coming decades. 

• Actual Challenges: The key territorial challenges for Europe, identified in ESPON 

applied research studies, related literature and discussions related to EU Cohesion 

Policy were social and political fragmentation, growing interdependencies between 

places and mismatches between territorial jurisdictions and spatial dynamics. These 

challenges require to modify, not just the content of policies, but how policies are 

designed and implemented across sectors and territories.  

• Future Trends: The key trends that would possibly influence Europe’s future 

direction will exacerbate actual challenges, increasing spatial polarisation and more 

complex governance. The overarching long-term territorial challenge is how to 

                                                      

1 The virtual library, previous deliverables as well as additional information on the ETRF Project are 

available on the website http://www.eu2050.eu 

http://www.eu2050.eu/
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reinvent government in a networked society, how to define the proper governance 

and legal frameworks for emerging cross-border functional geographies, from 

metropolitan areas, euroregions and macroregions to European institutions. 

• Policy Scenarios midterm and long-term: The ETRF project designed possible 

strategic policy scenarios inspired by recent future-oriented studies developed at 

European level, for 2030 as well as 2050. The analysis assessed the impact of most 

realistic mid-term scenarios in terms of growth and regional disparities, by applying 

the econometric model MASST4. The “Enabling Cooperation” scenario was proposed 

as normative reference to draft TA2020+ in the 2030 horizon, while prospective 

scenarios “New territoriality” and “Post-territoriality” were imagined for a much longer 

term. 

• Pathways to “Enabled Cooperation”: The ETRF project suggests pathways to 

move from the current “Muddling Through” scenario to the “Enabling Cooperation” 

scenario. Two specific pathways are proposed assuming that no radical reform of 

inherited jurisdictional “territoriality” is feasible in the short-term: (1) harmonising 

bottom-up spatial development plans at local, regional and national scales to become 

an effective territorial reference framework for sectorial policies at all scales, and (2), 

enabling territorial cooperation though European policies, first by solving legal 

botlenecks preventing more stable cross-border and cross-sectorial cooperation 

among public institutions in Europe. These two pathways were embedded into a 

larger conceptual framework further extending the imperative to cooperate to places, 

sectors and social groups. 

• Governance process suggested to TA2020+: The ETRF project also provided 

insights to the intergovernmental process towards TA2020+. It is recommended that 

the TA2020+ should become a process and an ongoing framework for action as well 

as a policy-document updating the previous TA 2020. Monitoring how policies 

contribute to territorial goals overtime becomes increasingly necessary, given we are 

living in increasingly uncertainty. 

The project team has closely followed key policy developments to ensure that the proposed 

European Territorial Reference Framework is aligned to the current policy environment. The 

post-2020 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), the draft regulations for Cohesion Policy 

post-2020 as well as the debates about TA2020+ are among the key policy debates followed.  

By bringing together the study’s quantitative and qualitative research, results from 

participatory processes and insights on policy developments, the project team has developed  

proposals for a European Territorial Reference Framework to be considered as input for the 

TA2020+. 

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

feedback to further develop the project’s content and ensure its high value and relevance to 
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present the project results, discuss and member check the findings, and to inform and inspire 

policy makers who are responsible for territorial cohesion and other horizontal policies.  In 

particular, the project team has engaged in five Strategic Advisory Forum (SAF) workshops 

and four NTCCP (Network of Territorial Cohesion Contact Points) meetings. 

 

1.2 ESPON ETRF as Expert Deliberative Process 

The project’s working methodology was based on a combination of analytical and qualitative 

expert discussions framed by the SAF which was at the core of the participatory process. The 

SAF was composed of 15 experts with specialist knowledge in the territorial development of 

Europe. The SAF contributed to the development of the European Territorial Reference 

Framework through discussing, debating and reflecting upon selected results of the project 

team. The work of the project team was to a large extend adapted and inspired by SAF 

deliberations. The composition of SAF was decided by ESPON EGTC. 

 

SAF members: 

• Jacek Szlachta, Full Professor of Warsaw School of Economics, a Vice-Chairman of 

Committee for Spatial Economy and Regional Planning, as chair person 

• Marjorie Jouen, Adviser for structural and cohesion policies at Jacques Delors Institute, as 

co-chair person 

• Rudiger Ahrend, Head of the Urban Programme in the OECD’s Directorate for Public 

Governance and Territorial Development (FR) 

• John Bachtler, Professor of European Policy Studies and a Director of EPRC at the 

University of Strathclyde (UK) 

• Fabrizio Barca, lecturer in corporate finance and Italian economy history, (IT) 

• Simin Davoudi, Professor of Environment Policy & Planning and Director of Global Urban 

Research Unit (GURU) at the School of Architecture, Planning & Landscape (UK) 

• Andreas Faludi, Senior Proressor of European Spatial Planning and Regional 

Development at the Delft University of Technology (NL) 

• Klaus Kunzmann, researcher on on innovative urban policy and European spatial planning 

(DE) 

• Peter Nijkamp, Emeritus Professor in regional and urban economics, and in economic 

geography at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (NL) 

• Mila Mancheva, responsible for the migration related studies and projects of the CSD 

Sociological Program (BG) 

• Tatjana Muravska, Professor of Regional and European integration studies at the 

University of Latvia (LV) 

• Tea Nõmmann, programme director for the Environmental Economics Programme of SEI 

Tallinn (EE) 
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• Slavo Radošević, Professor of Industry and Innovation Studies at the School of Slavonic 

and East European Studies (SSEES) (UK) 

• Andrés Rodriguez-Pose, Professor of Economic Geography at the London School of 

Economics, where he was previously Head of the Department of Geography and 

Environment (UK) 

• Janusz Zaleski, Professor at Institute of Meteorology and Water Management in Warsaw 

and Wrocław University of Technology, Senior Policy Advisor at Odra-Vistula Flood 

Management Project Coordination Unit and Director of Strategy at the Wrocław Regional 

Development Agency (PL) 

 

Five Strategic Advisory Forum meetings took place: 

• SAF1 was devoted to key policy messages favouring the territorial dimension of 

European policies, particularly related to EU Cohesion Policy. 

• SAF2 discussed current and future socioeconomic trends affecting Europe. 

• SAF3 focused on scenarios based on the concept of overcoming “territorial 

challenges”. 

• SAF4 discussed possible policy pathways and policy options. 

• SAF5 consolidated the main conclusions.    

Figure 1.1: Sample of some SAF and NTCCP participatory activities carried our 2018-2019 

 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

Together with the SAF workshops, the ESPON ETRF project has organised and/or 

participated in a number of open deliberative events. The most relevant ones are listed below: 
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• Sofia – 30th & 31st May 2018 ESPON Seminar Territorial Cohesion post 2020.  “Integrated 

Territorial Development for Better Policies”  

• Nova Gorica – 16th May 2018 ESPON TNO Project Seminar  “New thinking on functional 

urban areas, polycentric territorial development and cross border collaboration”  

• Sofia -18th and 19th April 2018 DGs Joint Meeting  

• Brussels - 11th April 2018 Workshop at EPC: Addressing populism – What role for the EU 

budget in reducing disparities? 

• Brussels – 14th March 2018 Policy Dialogue at EPC 

• Seville – 22nd February 2018 Workshop with JRC on modelling 

• Tallin – 6th-7th December 2017 ESPON Seminar 

• Vienna - 17th October 2018 Task Force on the renewal of the Territorial Agenda 2020 

• Vienna – 12th November 2018 NTCCP meeting 

• Vienna - 4-5th December 2018 ESPON Seminar 

• Milan – 29th January 2019 Workshop on modelling  

• Bucharest -  30th January 2019 Task Force meeting on the Territorial Agenda 

• Bucharest – 19th March 2019 NTPCC meeting  

• Cluj – 26th March 2019 Committee of Regions – COTER 

• Riga – 1st-3rd April 2019, SEE Riga and Riga Stradins University 

• Vienna – 4th April 2019 Danube Macroregion – ESPON 

• Strasbourg – European Parliament -EP 

• Rome - 11th April, 2019, Territorial Impact Assessment of Territorial Cohesion in Italy and 

Europe 

• Bucharest – 7h May 2019 DGs meeting 

• Santiago de Compostela -6th June 2019 RAS Conference 

References and further detailes all of the abovementioned events are available at 

www.eu2050.eu (project website). 

1.3 Main Reference Studies Considered 

The ESPON  program, and other European research programs and institutions, provide for an 

extensive knowledge-base. In particular, the ETRF project builds from two former projects: 

the ESPON “European Territorial Visions and Strategies for 2050” (2014) and ESPON 

“Territorial Cooperation for the Future of Europe” (2017). 

http://www.eu2050.eu/
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The ET2050 project proposed territorial priorities and political pathways aiming to reform 

Cohesion policies and implement these priorities into other European sectorial policies. While 

ET2050 was driven by scientific analysis, and then validated through a number of workshops 

with high-level European policy-makers, the ETRF project is mostly driven by a deliberative 

process complemented by an analytical modelling work focused on forecasting economic 

growth and territorial disparities in the time horizon to 2035. 

The ET2050 project proposed as a main strategy “Making Europe Open and Polycentric”. 

Figure 1.2: Making Europe Open and Polycentric  

 

Source: ESPON (2014) 

In the aftermath of the 2008/2009 economic crisis both strategies proposed by ET2050 have 

been contested by a number of trends i.e. Europe seems today “less open” (e.g. concerns on 

migration, as well as globalisation…) and “less polycentric” (e.g. growth is polarised in large 

cities and capitals…).  

The more detailed spatial development strategies proposed by ET2050 were an attempt to 

further precise and operationalise the openness and polycentricity strategies, as follows: 

• Opening up European markets to global competition and promoting global sustainability. 

• Integration of transport and telecommunication networks at all scales. 

• Intelligent energy networks connecting decentralised renewal energy sources. 

• Linking transport, telecommunication and energy networks between Europe and 

neighbouring regions. 

• Sufficient accessibility to open up local and regional potentials. 

• Universal access to services of general interest. 

• Reinforcing secondary city/regions as engines of growth. 

• Smart and inclusive revitalisation of cities. 

• Protecting strategic land from urbanisation. 

• Sustainable management of natural and cultural landscapes. 
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The ET2050 study also proposed policy pathways. For the short term, after 2020, a “New 

Generation of Cohesion Policy” was suggested. Structural and Cohesion Funds were 

recommended to be reformed following a stronger ‘place‐based’ approach, encouraging the 

development of more integrated development plans in cross-border functional areas, 

empowering local and regional government to support business‐friendly environments and 

entrepreneurship. European funds should become more sensitive to macroeconomic cycles, 

as well as to the gradual opening of European markets to global competition. Structural and 

Cohesion Funds should also be better coordinated together with the Agricultural Fund for 

Rural Development (Pillar II, CAP). Transnational cross‐border macro-regional zones should 

be promoted to define integrated spatial development policies in between Member States and 

European institutions. 

 

On the other hand, the ESPON “Territorial Cooperation for the Future of Europe” report 

(2017), emphasised the importance of functional areas, and their lack of territorial 

synchronisation with administrative boundaries. This makes governmental cooperation an 

imperative for territorial development. Links between places and the need to develop 

territories with regard to their functional interdependencies imply that a single administrative 

territory (be it a municipality, region or country) cannot disregard other places in its policy 

development. Depending on the nature of the policy issue, this implies cooperation within 

functional urban or rural regions, across national borders, or in wider transnational or macro-

regional contexts. In the long term, more limited and voluntary approaches to cooperation 

may be insufficient and bolder territorial reforms may be needed. 
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2 Context of a European Territorial Reference Framework 

2.1 The Territorial Agenda post 2020 debate 

The Territorial Agenda 2020+ is being elaborated through an intergovernmental process, 

which started in late 2017. The starting point for the debate on a Territorial Agenda 2020+ is 

the current TA 2020 agreed by the Ministers responsible for Spatial Planning and Territorial 

Development in 2011 (MSPTD, 2011a). It updated and reviewed the first Territorial Agenda of 

the European Union (TAEU) from 2007 (MUDTCEU, 2007), which in turn based itself on the 

European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) from 1999, often referred to as the 

“Mother Document” (Faludi, 2010) of European spatial planning (European Commission, 

1999). The TA 2020 provides strategic orientations for territorial development and underlines 

the territorial dimension of the Europe 2020 Strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth, the successor of the Lisbon Strategy and adopted by the Council in 2010 (European 

Commission, 2010).  

 
The debate on TA2020+ continues a long lineage of deliberation on spatial development in 

Europe, as follows: 

• The ESDP (European Spatial Development Prospective, 1999) aimed to provide 

an appropriate policy framework for the sectorial policies on the Community and the 

Member States that have spatial impacts, as well as for regional and local authorities, 

to achieve a balanced and sustainable development of the European territory.  It also 

aimed to provide an appropriate reference for co-operation on regional development, 

and the networking of urban regions was encouraged. 

• The Territorial Agenda of the European Union (2007) was focused on highlighting 

the task of territorial cohesion as a permanent and cooperative process involving the 

various actors and stakeholders of territorial development at political, administrative 

and technical levels. This process was called “territorial governance” by the Territorial 

Agenda 2007.  

• The Treaty of Lisbon (2008) introduced the third pillar of EU cohesion policy, 

territorial cohesion, which was added to social and economic cohesion as the 

underpinning objectives of EU Cohesion Policy. 

• The Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion (2008) aimed at ensuring the harmonious 

development of diverse places and about making sure that citizens are able to make 

the most of inherent features of these territories. As such, it aimed at transforming 

diversity into an asset that contributes to sustainable development of the entire EU. 

The Green Paper proposed that the problems of concentration (overcoming 

differences in density), connecting (overcoming distance) and cooperation 

(overcoming division can only be effectively addressed with strong cooperation at 

various levels. 
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• The Territorial Agenda 2020 (2011) proposed that, since the ‘Europe 2020’ strategy 

(2011) did not include a reference to territorial cohesion, one of the main aims of TA 

2020 was to support territorial cohesion as a new goal of the EU through fostering the 

integration of the territorial dimension within different policies at all territorial scales, in 

favour of “place-based” policies, and proposing the application of the Territorial 

Impact Assessment method (TIA). 

 

TA 2020+ is now proposed as a a follow on framework to this lineage and elaborated through 

an intergovernmental process organised by the Network of Territorial Cohesion Contact 

Points (NTCCP) that provides technical support for cooperation in the area of territorial 

cohesion issues2.  

 

The political debate around the next Multiannual Financial framework (MFF), for the period 

2021-2027, is one where a territorial agenda struggles to find a recognised position. The 

territorial dimension of EU policymaking is repeatedly downgraded and sidelined from the 

heart of EU policy making. Indeed, the visibility of territorial cohesion has been rather limited 

in recemt post-2020 policy and funding debates, and has invariably been confined to the role 

of European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) programmes as the main route to addressing the 

EU's territorial cohesion objectives. This falls short of a more pervasive and fundamental 

commitment to territorial cohesion, across EU policies, which is expressed in the Lisbon 

Treaty. Additionally, in the current debate there is little acknowledgement that the limitations 

of Interreg programme's devoted to territorial cooperation have been at least partially related 

to a lack of wider commitment, across the EU, to territorial cohesion objectives. Discussions 

typically focus on the financial envelope of Interreg programmes, rather than its more 

strategic purpose and alignment with the whole spectrum of EU policies. This prevents 

cooperation efforts from developing a stronger strategic footing3. 

 

 

2.2 The EU Cohesion Policy post 2020 debate 

When discussing a European Territorial Reference Framework it is important to contextualise 

it within the debate on the EU’s post-2020 funding strategy and the MFF. The ETRF study is 

therefore timeous, offering a short window of opportunity for strategic engagement with this 

debate. As the ambition for the ETRF project is enhanced value of a spatial dimension 

across relevant EU policies up to 2050 and to set out a long-term, relevant agenda for 

same, it also seeks to immerse itself within current debates ongoing social and political 

                                                      

2 The NTCCP is made up of representatives from Member States, candidate countries and other partner 

countries, the European Union institutions and other interest organisations. 

3 See for example Committee of the Regions (2018), “Opinion of the European Committee of the 

Regions - The Multiannual Financial Framework package for the years 2021-2027”, COTER-VI/042. 
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debates and provide a strong, solution-oriented focus which is linked to the EU’s territorial 

cohesion goals. 

The current MFF debate has already set out key challenges which will influence both the size 

and direction of the future EU budget. These include:  

• How can the Brexit gap in the budget be addressed?  

• Which new priorities will be included (e.g. migration, sustainability and defence)?  

• What role will/can the MFF play in improving the resilience of the Economic and 

Monetary Union (EMU) and what are the linkages to the structural reform agenda?  

• In how far shall/can the MFF encourage structural reforms?  

• How can the MFF boost the transformation of Europe’s industry?  

• How can the EU promote an ‘open but protective’ environment in light of challenges 

arising from globalisation?  

The current political climate has witnessed a rise in anti-establishment positions and 

Euroscepticism. These, in turn, are creating political uncertainties.  

In the context of the, so called, ‘double gap’ in the future EU budget (due to Brexit and the 

proposed funding of new EU priorities) and a reluctance of net payers to increase their 

contributions, ‘traditional’ EU policies and investment programmes (including Cohesion Policy 

and the Common Agricultural Policy) are subject to budgetary pressures. Stronger 

conditionalities are also being proposed for some funding streams. This points to a need to 

identify synergies at all levels, to create greater leverage potential for targeted investments, 

and a redoubling of efforts to address EU added value through the post-2020 financial 

framework.  

The EU’s economic prospects are more positive than they have been for quite some time, 

with most core indicators (including GDP growth, investment and employment) offering 

grounds for renewed confidence. However, the recovery continues to remain fragile and its 

sustainability is far from assured. In addition, concerns over economic and social disparities 

across the EU’s territories have become more pronounced, based on an increasing 

recognition that geographically concentrated discontent (which might be caused or 

perpetuated by a concentration of social and/ or economic challenges) can spill over into 

political instability (Rodríguez-Pose 2017). In this context, concerns about an uneven 

geographical spread of the benefits associated with economic integration – in the form of the 

EU single market, monetary integration or the EU trade agenda – have now become much 

more visible. 

The narrative underpinning the role and impact of the Single Market is changing, in relation to 

its relevance for economic growth and its implications in terms of regional imbalances 

(ESPON 2014b). Global trade and economic integration have become at least as relevant as 

the Single Market, regional impacts are far more complex than decades ago, and traditional 

narratives supporting Cohesion policies as compensation for further integration to ‘peripheral 
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regions' need to be redefined in many respects. Furthermore, excessive disparities between 

EU and its neighbouring countries are placing further pressures on humanitarian conflicts 

challenging the core of European values.  

These developments highlight the potential for a strong geographical dimension to actively 

support a new narrative underpinning the post-2020 debate and to effectively address the key 

challenges the EU faces. EU policy makers have started to recognise that geography matters 

for the EU’s sustained future. This is reflected in recent EU Reflection Papers (European 

Commission 2017c) and the 7th Cohesion Report (European Commission 2017b) calling for 

more targeted support for EU citizens in places which have been ‘left behind’. In the same 

vein, the recently published ‘Renewed EU Industrial Policy Strategy’ highlights the need to 

provide tailor-made and joined up support to address the challenges of regions going through 

an acute crisis or falling into decline (European Commission 2017a). There is a growing 

recognition that one-size-fits-all policies cannot address effectively the differential challenges 

faced in different geographies, for example those who are negatively affected (including those 

affected disproportionately) by global competition or technological change. 

However, despite these warnings, the geographical impact of the EU’s wider policies and 

frameworks (including possible adverse consequences faced by less mobile populations) has 

so far failed to be prominently voiced or integrated in a comprehensive manner in 

ongoing policy debates. To a large extent, this lack of read-across between territorial 

cohesion objectives and current policy debate is caused by the ambiguous nature of what 

underpins and defines a place-based approach.  

In short, there is a gap between the EU’s recognised territorial challenges and the 

application of geographically focused solutions, and therefore a need to make a place-

based approach more relevant for the current policy debate. While it is not the scope of 

the ETRF project to address this paradox, it is, nonetheless, a prevailing, influential, 

contextual factor which should be understood in the context of this study. 
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3 Changes and Territorial Challenges  

Since the previous TA2020, Europe has experienced a number of significant changes that 

challenge the current approach to territorial governance and are summarised in this chapter. 

Following the analysis of changes, territorial challenges to be addressed by the Territorial 

Agenda are discussed.  

3.1 Changes from the previous Territorial Agenda  

These changes are either specific to Europe or form part of global trends. Table 3.1 provides 

an illustrative list of most relevant changes already experience. Then, critical changes closely 

related to territorial will be briefly discussed. 

Table 3.1: List of most relevant changes from the previous Territorial Agenda 

Identified Key Changes at world and European level 

Social 

• Extra-European Migration flows have become controversial (Germany has the higher ratio 

of immigrants, about 15%)  

• The refugee crisis challenged core European values  (between 2010 and 2013, around 1.4 

million non-EU nationals, excluding asylum seekers and refugees arrived in the EU each year) 

• Euroscepticism and “retrospective feelings: antiglobalisation as indicated by the increase 

on national and populist vote on political elections all over Europe, as well as in other regions 

of the world. 

Economic 

• The 2008 economic crisis lasting impacts revealed the weaknesses of key common 

policies and the contradictory impact of Cohesion policies 

• Public debt increased, constraining the continuous expansion on social expenditure 

• “Slowbalisation”: the “Golden Age” of globalisation -1990-2010 is over. Increasing trade 

within Europe (and world blocks) in relation to the rest of the world. Global trade remained in 

the 2010s, after the 2008 crisis, around 25% of the global GDP.  

Technologic  

• Internet have grown from 2000 to 2010: almost all European citizens are Internet users 

• Digital monopolies have grown worldwide -companies born around the year 2000. Google, 

Facebook and Amazon, Huawei… 

• Travel and tourism accelerated growth. It amounted to approximately from less than 2 in 

2006 to more than 2.50 trillion U.S. dollars in 2017 

• China launched in 2015 the new Silk Road (Belt an Road Initiative: Infrastructure corridors 

encompassing around 60 countries, primarily in Asia and Europe, will cost an estimated 

US$4–8 trillion) 
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Environmental  

• Growing consensus on the urgency of Climate Change and mitigation/adaptation policies 

• Oil prices have been declining down to about 50$, after having a 135$ peak in 2008. 

• Electrification of energy markets: Battery electric vehicles from more than 10 million to 200 

million from 2012 to 2017 

Governmental  

• Security is becoming a major concern in Europe 

• End of enlargement to Eastern EU countries: 2004-2007-2013 

• The Brexit process, postponed  

• New regulation on “artificial beings” being discussed by the European Parliament 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

The changing face of Europe’s economic geography is a theme which is gaining traction in 

the current EU post-2020 policy debate. Its causes – while not entirely known – are 

increasingly aligned with the need for greater geographical sensitivity in understanding both 

causes and effects of social and economic disparities. Equally, the agglomeration logic, long 

held as the route to economic growth, has come under pressure due to observed weaker 

productivity gains and higher social and environmental costs than originally expected 

(Rodríguez-Pose 2018a).  

In terms of growth and disparities across regions and countries, Europe has experienced a 

radical change since the 2000s. The financial and economic crisis and its aftermath, from 

2008 to 2015, has produced a “lost decade” for a number of regions, particularly in Southern 

countries (see Map 3.1). Here, growth has stagnated for years and investment has been 

sluggish, leading to increasing socio-economic disparities. Growth in Central Eastern 

European countries has remained sustained but often concentrated in capital regions, thus 

increasing internal differences within a country and often even within a region. The crisis has 

revealed the weaknesses of key common policies, such as monetary and fiscal policies, the 

presence of democratic deficits and the EU’s rather slow capacity to react in critical situations. 
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Map 3.1: Proxy to Regional GDP growth 2010-2015 in constant € 2010 

 

Source: Project team based on ESPON Data&Maps Update (2017) and AMECO DB (2018) 

The large increase in numbers of migrants and asylum seekers reaching the EU by land and 

sea in 2015 and 2016 revealed the inadequacy of EU policies to respond swiftly or decisively. 

Although immigration is arguably desirable (its net economic impact would be positive since 

the EU has an ageing population), its regulation is controversial and opposition to immigration 

is growing in many EU countries. 

Euroscepticism, illiberal and antiglobalisation feelings have become increasingly present in 

EU and national politics, reflected also by stronger nationalism (see Map 3.2). In part related 

to this, the United Kingdom’s departure from the European Union – “Brexit” – has created an 

unprecedented challenge to the EU legal and political framework and has challenged the 

assumptions of economic and political integration. According Dijstra, Poelman and Rodriguez-

Pose (2018), here is a correlation between the economic situation of each place and 

Euroscepticism with those municipalities or regions with relatively lower growth in the last 

decade than their neighbouring municipaties or regions in the same country seem to have 

higher Euroscepticism,  
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Map 3.2: Minimum share of votes for parties somewhat opposed, opposed or strongly opposed to 
European Integration, 2013-2018 elections 

 

Source: Lewis Dijkstra, Hugo Poelman and Andrés Rodríguez-Pose, The geography of EU discontent 

and the revenge of the places that do not matter (2018) 

 

The quality of government across Europe has not improved, based on the studies carried out 

by the University of Gotheborg (2018). As illustrated in Map 3.3, disparities in quality of 

government remain entrenched. In the previous decade, only Baltic countries have improved 

significantly.    

Map 3.3: Quality of Government Index 2010 (left) and 2017 (right) 

                          EQI 2010                                    EQI 2017 

 
Source: “Quality of government in EU regions: spatial and temporal patterns”, Quality of 
Government Institute, University of Gotheborg (2018, 15-16) 
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In recent years concerns over the urgency of addressing climate change and the importance 

of a sustainable economy have gained recognition. The EU is a global frontrunner in dealing 

with these matters. Being a signatory to the 2015 Paris Agreement, the EU has also 

committed to net-zero emissions by 2050. These commitments have an impact on the 

economy and while they represent an important growth opportunity, they also require radical 

transformations, e.g. in the use of renewable resources and in the transition to a circular 

economy. 

 

Europe is subject to other global changes, the most relevant concerning technology and 

globalisation. Technological change and digitalisation are changing many aspects of daily life. 

Almost all European citizens will soon be internet users and ICT corporations are becoming 

the largest firms in the world. None from largest 20 technological firms in terms of revenue is 

European, including software, electronics, semiconductor, internet, telecom, equipment, e-

commerce and computer services. Artificial Intelligence is being used in a variety of fields, 

from the optimisation and customisation of services to self-driving cars. Correspondingly, new 

debates concerning intimacy and privacy have become more present. 

 

The “Golden Age” of globalisation (1990-2010) is over. Increasingly,  trade is within the EU 

(and world blocks) and less so with the rest of the world. FDI inflows declined from more than 

3% to almost 1% in this period. Global trade remained in the 2010s level, after the 2008 crisis, 

at around 25% of the global GDP. The accelerated growth in the previous decades suddenly 

stopped. Cross-border investment, bank loans and supply chains have all been shrinking or 

stagnating – we live in the “slowbalisation” period. 

 

The rise of China is shifting the balance of global trade eastwards. Although China’s GDP 

growth has been lower than in the previous decade, its presence in the global economy is 

increasing and is likely to strengthen further, also thanks to its international infrastructure 

project, the ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative.  

 

Security is becoming a major concern in Europe, with the potential for it to become a driver of 

further European integration. Factors behind this change are the threat of extremism and 

terrorism, as well as the apparent reluctance of the USA to be involved in the EU’s defence, 

and its weaker presence in NATO. 

  

3.2 Key territorial challenges for the future of Europe   

As discussed in many previous studies (e.g. ESPON, 2017, 2018; European Commission, 

2017) there is a wide range of development challenges ahead. The ETRF project focus is on 

overarching structural challenges which have a spatial and territorial dimension and/or where 

their root causes have a spatial dimension. Three types of challenges have been identified as 

having characteristics that are particularly important for understanding the spatial dimension 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Software
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Semiconductor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Telecommunications_equipment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E-commerce
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E-commerce
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Computer_services
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of the future of Europe and set out in Table 3.2 below. These three key challenges are highly 

visible (yet not currently well-defined or embedded) in the post-2020 political debate on the 

EU budget as well as the future of EU Cohesion Policy, more generally. The challenges are 

key to understanding the spatial dimension of the future of Europe, and imply a need for more 

effective policy responses.  

Table 3.2: Key territorial challenges for the future of Europe 

Identified key territorial challenges for the future of Europe 

Fragmentation risks: Social fragmentation has profound spatial and political implications across 

neighbourhoods, cities, regions and countries, and demands spatially sensitive (and tailormade) place-

based policy responses. It has a political dimension (e.g. discontent), a cultural dimension (e.g. 

diversity) and a social an economic dimension (e.g. disparities) 

Growing interdependencies: The positive and negative spillovers and externalities of developments 

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

decisions. These interdependencies may not have geographical contiguity. For example, while 

neighbouring cross-border regions may have relatively low functional relations, the same regions may 

have intense relations with geographically remote regions elsewhere 

Functional mismatch at all scales: The mismatch between the impacts of economic and societal 

developments and the geographical jurisdictions of decision making creates problems of efficiency and 

legitimacy in political institutions and demands territorial reforms and/or more territorial cooperation at 

all scales and between sectors.  

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

3.2.1 Social, economic and political fragmentation 

The economic geography of Europe is changing, accompanied by an increasing socio-

political fragmentation of society and territories. Today, different cities and regions in Europe 

face different ‘everyday realities’ and their inhabitants see different future prospects. This can 

be seen in social and economic disparities and asymmetric economic growth perspectives. 

Increasingly, wealth is concentrated within specific groups in society and specific types of 

cities and regions. Welfare inequalities between and within Member States, regions and 

municipalities is a driving force of political fragmentation, together with socio-cultural 

differences related to migration flows. In the so-called “places that do not matter” Rodriguez 

Pose (2018) identifies those places facing persistent decline in demographic or economic 

relative terms, and growing “retrospective” sentiments based on anti-globalisation and 

euroscepticism. 

Many past policy responses have been inadequate in addressing the various forms of 

fragmentation which are posing domestic political challenges and/or threatening EU 

integration and cohesion. However, there is growing recognition of the need for policy 
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solutions that address economic and social disparities and reduce the risks linked to 

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, Poelman, and 

Rodríguez-Pose 2018), “politically abandoned” (Hillje 2018) or “do not matter” (Rodríguez-

Pose 2018b). 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 examined as part of the ETRF project, e.g. on age, education, 

income, employment, remoteness, economic and demographic decline (Dijkstra, Poelman, 

and Rodríguez-Pose 2018; Rodríguez-Pose 2018b). Looking for these drivers may help to 

identify regions that might be affected by fragmentation in the future. While understanding that 

the analysis of one variable cannot provide a comprehensive picture, the following discussion 

is presented 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, Rodríguez-Pose, and Storper 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 a better understanding of 

the feeling of well-being of 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 

included. 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 their comparatively better performance.  

Map 3.43.4 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 relatively 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.  

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 3.4: A fragmented Europe? An interregional comparison of income  

 

 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

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. 
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• 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.  

 

3.2.2 Growing interdependencies 

In an increasingly interconnected world the “Space of Flows” or “Network Society” (Castells, 

2010) are shaping our daily realities. Social and economic developments in one place have 

major impacts (positive and negative externalities) on development perspectives in other 

places, and vice versa. Consequently, local development is shaped by both a place’s 

characteristics and interdependencies with other places. It is all too often the case that 

positive externalities are under-reported or not acknowledged whereas the effects of negative 

externalities can become heavily magnified. The idea of ‘proximity’ and ‘distance’ today is 

being redefined more in terms of connectedness than remoteness. Discontinuous 

interdependencies demand a wider geographical perspective in policy decisions and a 

stronger spatial dimension in policy making and implementation. Ignoring, or failing to 

capture, define and address negative externalities, threatens to further perpetuate 

fragmentation and disintegration in Europe. Interdependences affect all scales: from 

municipalities within a given metropolitan area, to regions and states, continental and global. 

There is growing interdependency (e.g. migration, energy, logistics…) between European and 

neighbouring regions. Network-based interdependences results in the emergence of “new 

geographies”. 
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Figure 3.1: Main transport networks and borders in Europe 

  

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

3.2.3 Mismatch at all scales of functionalities 

Linked to the above, there is a misalignment between geographical jurisdictions of decision-

making, (i.e. inherited territorial delineations of the administrative and government system), 

and the corresponding geographies that will be affected by these decisions. The spatial 

impacts of policy decisions reach beyond the boundaries of the territorial political-

administrative unit in which political decisions are made. This creates problems of 

effectiveness, efficiency, accountability and legitimacy in administrative authorities and 

political institutions.. 
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Figure 3.2 Administrative units from local to national between Germany and Poland 

 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

Addressing this challenge demands more cooperation between different territories, societal 

groups and policy sectors, at all administrative levels and spatial scales. In order to be 

effective, this cooperation requires good quality of government in both daily management and 

strategic planning.  

Fragmentation, interdependencies, and mismatch of functionalities are overarching 

challenges that affect a variety of policymaking areas and entail a spatial dimension. More 

importantly, the challenges are interrelated and could reinforce one another. For example, the 

mismatch between jurisdictions and the impact of policies may on the one hand be 

aggravated by growing interdependencies and externalities, while on the other hand it may 

itself aggravate the fragmentation of parts of society and/or territories that are not well 

targeted by policies. This interdependence also means that if no corrective action is taken, 

these issues might continue or accelerate well into the future. 

Because of this mismatch, all over Europe “functional areas” emerge, from local to continental 

scale. In several cases, cities, regions and countries engage in different cooperation 

agreements and, in few cases this cooperation is supported by the development of common 

spatial development visions. These experiences are extremely valuable as a base to build-up 

a “territorial reference framework” to coordinate sectorial policies at different scales. Next 

please see a number of samples: 
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Figure 3.3 Cross-border Spatial Development Plans and visions  at euroregional and macroregional 
scale 

Upper-Rhine regioncc Pyrenees region

Greece-Bulgaria region Karelia region  

 

Source: EPON ETRF and ESPON Alps2050 (2018) 

The next chapter will explore the drivers of these three challenges and discuss future trends 

that are likely to exacerbate them.  
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4 Future Trends towards 2030 and 2050 

Europe is challenged by a large number of trends that may continue or diverge from the 

changes previously identified. This influences the three key challenges outlined 

(fragmentation, interdependencies and mismatch of functionalities) that concern the EU 

today. Key drivers behind these challenges are presented in this chapter to form the overall 

picture of what shapes Europe today from a territorial perspective. To commence this 

overview, recent changes and challenges are presented first, and are followed by the trends 

that are expected to continue to  shape the future. The overall conclusion is that we will be 

living in a world of “Pervasive Uncertainty” where most likely business-as-usual policies will 

follow “Muddling Through” strategies. 

 
There are different possible futures for Europe, to some extent influenced by proactive and 

reactive policymaking. However, exogenous trends, outside the influence of policymakers, 

can alter the course of European society. Based on an extensive literature review, and expert 

deliberations, this section provides an overview of selected trends which are considered 

particularly influential in potentially shaping Europe and its territories in the decades to come, 

and should thus be taken into account when discussing the TA2020+.   

A European Territorial Reference Framework that is not updated accordingly, will struggle to 

deal with the challenges of the future. The territorial impact of these trends, discussed below, 

should be taken into account when redesigning the ETRF.  

The development of different economic, environmental, societal and technological trends may 

have an impact on European territories, and potentially exacerbate issues related to 

fragmentation, unintended externalities and governance difficulties. We are thus encouraged 

to reflect or re-think future EU policies, taking these perspectives into account. It is of course 

possible that some trends have a positive effect on the identified challenges, which in turn 

would be attenuated.  

In 2014, the ET2050 project identified a number of key trends affecting the European 

territories, very much influenced by the outcomes of the financial, economic, and institutional 

crisis during the period 2007 to 2014. The 2014 ET2050 baseline followed the orientations of 

the “sluggish recovery” scenarios that had been suggested by the Barroso 2020 Scenarios 

(2010). More recent documents, such as Juncker White Paper on the Future of Europe (2017) 

and the Commission proposal for the next MFF have been subsequently published, 

containing more updated analyses. 
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4.1 Main Trends 

The following analysis of key trends4 is based on  research that includes, among other 

sources, (i) the Official European Reference Baseline scenario elaborated and updated DG 

Move, DG Energy5, Eurostat6 and the Joint Research Centre7; (ii) the Commission’s White 

Paper on the Future of Europe8; and (iii) the 7th Cohesion Report (2017). 

Reference data has been estimated by the ETRF project when data sources were 

contradictory or based on extremely different assumptions. Rather than providing an accurate 

forecast, Table 4.1 indicates relative orders of magnitude related to the most likely evolution 

of trends. 

Table 4.1: Reference Trends at world and European level 

Reference Trends at world and European level 

Social 

Variable Source Reference 2020 2030 2050 

Population (evolution along 
enlargements) (millions) UN DESA 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 516 524 528 

People Older than  65 years (%) AMECO 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 20% 23% 29% 

People 15-64 years (%) AMECO 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 64% 61% 57% 

Total Net Migration (imm/year) UN DESA 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 1million  1million 1million 

 

Average household size (number of 
people) 

HSFDB / MZES / 
Eurodata 
/Mannheim DG ENERGY 2,2 2,2 2,0 

Share of early school leavers (% of 
18-24 with at most lower secondary 
education) 

Estimate (2000-
2010 Eurostat) 

DG Employment, 
Social Affairs & 
Inclusion 13,1% 12,5% 12,8% 

People at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion (% of total population) 

Estimate (2000-
2010 Eurostat) 

DG Employment, 
Social Affairs & 
Inclusion 23,2% 22,5% 22,5% 

Life expectancy at birth (years) UN DESA 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 81,7 83,2 85,9 

 

 

                                                      

4 Trend’s narratives are also inspired on the visions by leading thinkers: 

Ray Kuzweil  (1999) on “Singular technologies”  
Manuel Castells (2010) on the “Space of flows” 
Zygmund Bauman (2017) on “Fluid Society” 
Ulrich Beck (1986) on the “Risk Society” 
Saskia Sassen (2006) on “Global Assemblages” 

5 European Commission (2016); “EU Reference Scenario 2016: Energy, transport and GHG emissions Trends to 

2050”, manuscript finished on 15 July 2016. Previous editions also considered, 2013, 2009, 2007, 2005, 2003.  

6 Eurostat (2017); ”2015-based  population  projections”, released by Eurostat in February 2017 

7 JRC (2016); “Regionalising the 2015 Ageing Report’s projections”, implemented by the LUISA Territorial modelling 

Platform.  

8 EC (2017); “White paper on the future of Europe and the way forward: Reflections and scenarios for the EU27”, 
presented by the European Commission on 1 March 2017.  
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Economic 

European GDP  (1000 milions of 
2010 €) IMF 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 14550 16393 #¡REF! 

European GDP anual growth (in 1000 
milions of 2010 €) IMF 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 1,2% 1,2% 1,2% 

Labour productivity growth 
(GDP/hour increase in %) Ecfin, IMF 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 1,1% 1,4% 1,7% 

EU imports - goods  (1000 million €) 
EU/Rest of the world 

AMECO, Eurostat, 
WTO WTO 1989,7 3002,3 5747,3 

EU exports - goods  (1000 million €) 
EU/Rest of the world 

AMECO, Eurostat, 
WTO WTO 1779,7 2685,6 5140,9 

Tourism (International Tourist Arrivals 
in million) UNWTO  UNWTO  1520 1907 3000 

Active Population (% active over 15-
64) AMECO 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 74% 74% 75% 

Unemployment rate (% unemployed / 
active) AMECO 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 7,5% 7,2% 6,2% 

Anual worked hours per employeed 
(hours / year·worker) 

US BLS GOV / 
Ecfin 

EU Reference 
Baseline (Ecfin 
AGE2018) 1793 1777 1706 

Retirement age (average) Ecfin / OECD estimate 62 62 64 
 

 

Technologic  

% Workplaces taken by computers, 
robots and AI Singularity Hub Singularity Hub 15% 35% 80% 

Oil price ($2008 per barrel) BP 
DG ENERGY / US 
EIA 80 110 125 

Energy Intensity (MTOE/euros) in 
constant €2010 BP / DG Energy 

EU Reference 
Baseline (DG 
Energy / Ecfin 
AGE2018) 0,11 0,09 0,07 

% of renewables from gross inland 
consumption DG Energy 

EU Reference 
Baseline (DG 
Energy) 21% 40% 75% 

 

 

Environmental  

Land take (km2/year) UN DESA ESPON ET2050 183.829 195.462 140.733 

Air traffic (1000 million RPK)  

ADV, AENA, 
Assaeroporti, 
Avinor, Finavia, 
DHMI, HCAA, 
Transportstyrelsen, 
UAF, UK CAA and 
individual airports Airbus 1.632 2.302 3.881 

Maritime traffic (mteu) Drewry 
Drewry, WTO, 
UNCTAD, AMECO 127,9 180,4 304,0 

CO2 emissions (2010=100) BP / DG Energy 

EU Reference 
Baseline (DG 
Energy) 88 67,2 22,4 

 

 

Governmental  

Government social expenditure (as % 
of GDP) ENEPRI ECFIN 24% 25% 27% 

% of cohesion fund in EU budget Estimated  ESPON ET2050 35% 30% 15% 
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Figure 4.1 Agregated tendencies at European scale (ESPON area) for key variables 

 

Source: ESPON ETRF by harmonising different sources, e.g. European Reference Scenario 
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The literature review supports the view that future trends will exacerbate existing challenges 

(fragmentation, interdependencies and policy mismatch). This is likely to increase perceptions 

of uncertainty and feelings of vulnerability in a world of exponential disruptive changes leading 

to a condition of “pervasive uncertainty”.  

Environmental risks are the key ‘known unknown’ of the 21st Century. Climate Change and 

biodiversity reduction may have profound impacts. Some parts of Europe – given their relative 

wealth –may be able to insulate themselves from the worst of these risk. However, impacts 

will be extremely different across Europe and have severe geopolitical implications at global 

level (e.g. opening up maritime routes on the Artic, increasing flood and fire risks, water 

scarcity on the south, mass population movements etc). Risks are related to the intensity and 

likelihood of the event, as well as in the spatial vulnerability to it. Next map displays the 

aggregate potential impact of Climate Change: 

Map 4.1: Aggregate potential impact of Climate Change  
(from highest negative in red to low positive impact in green) 

 

Source: ESPON Climate Project 2011 

 



 

ESPON / ETRF – A Territorial Reference Framework for Europe / Final Report                                                           35 
 

4.1.1 More Fluid societies  

Population ageing is a characteristic of more advanced countries, thanks to healthier living 

and better healthcare. The over-80s age group represented 5.5% of the EU population in 

2017 and is expected to amount to 13% in 20809. This increases the pressure on European 

welfare systems which have to increase expenditure in pensions and elderly care while 

relying on a reduced workforce. Nonetheless, the ‘silver economy’ can create opportunities for 

new businesses and products. 

Urbanisation is a significant worldwide development. It is expected that more internal 

migration towards cities will take place, as well as international migration. While Europe will 

likely attract migrants from elsewhere (e.g. from fast population-growing African countries), 

attractive production centres outside of Europe may draw away many European talents.  

While at the global level the population living in poverty has reduced, disparities within some 

European countries have been increasing. Similarly, differences between cities, and even 

within cities, may become a growing concern. Those who can embrace technological and 

industrial change may thrive, while others may not be able to maintain current levels of 

prosperity. Accordingly, different groups of society and different communities are likely to be 

differently affected by technological, economic and environmental changes, with some being 

better off and others being worse off. Education systems are likely to come under pressure as 

well, and their ability to adapt to changes will prove fundamental for success. Not only  will it 

be necessary that new generations are taught new skills, but also life-long learning and 

(re)training of the existing workforce will be necessary to keep up with technological change10. 

4.1.2 Networked economies  

As has been the case for years, economic growth will continue to develop faster in emerging 

countries than in more advanced ones, like Europe. Some EU countries are likely to continue 

to feel the weight of the economic and financial crisis, especially concerning the level of public 

debt. This is likely to remain elevated in many countries, and diversity among the member 

states will continue to exist.  

As mentioned, the effects of technological progress will radically change the structure of 

European economies, blurring the lines between physical, digital and biological systems and 

                                                      

9 Eurostat, “Population structure by major age groups EU-28, 2017-80”. 

10 ESPON related studies cover a variety of relevant issues: 

• HERITAGE - The Material Cultural Heritage as a Strategic Territorial Development Resource: Mapping 

Impacts Through a Set of Common European Socio-economic Indicators (2018) 

• MIGRATUP - Territorial and Urban Potentials Connected to Migration and Refugee Flows (2017) 

• PROFECY - Inner Peripheries: National territories facing challenges of access to basic services of general 

interest (2016) 

• YUTRENDS - Youth Unemployment: Territorial Trends and Regional Resilience (2017) 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Population_structure_by_major_age_groups,_EU-28,_2017-80_(%25_of_total_population).png
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business models. The difference between services and industry will be less clear, under the 

influence of new technologies affecting both fields. Collaborative and ‘sharing’ economies will 

likely be further developed both at local and global scale. On the one hand this might increase 

the customisation of products and better address customers’ requests, on the other it may 

pose a challenge to labour regulation and worker’s rights.  

In the long term global trade will likely become more relevant than European trade, as high 

growth in emerging economies will make them an increasingly important destination for 

European exports. In the short term however, there is the possibility of increasing 

‘protectionist’ measures that may hamper international trade, e.g. with the US. At the same 

time, increasing interconnectedness among countries and regions, as well as stronger 

economic interdependencies and participation in global value chains is likely to take place11. 

4.1.3 Singular technologies  

Technological progress is happening at an unprecedented pace and is likely to intensify in the 

future. Digitalisation, automation, artificial intelligence, data mining and processing have 

already started to shape  European society and economy, and their effects will continue to be 

felt in the future. These ground-breaking changes have a disruptive impact on many 

dimensions, including industry, work organisation, business models, health and education 

systems, as well as public and private services.  

New technologies may have contradictory impacts. For example, the use of the internet can 

be empowering and give people freedom, while at the same time raise concerns for privacy 

and data sharing. Digitalisation can reduce geographic distances and increase ‘virtual’ 

proximity, increasing the connectedness of remote places and allowing remote-working. At 

the same time, it can lead to the centralisation of activities in some places (e.g. business 

districts and innovation clusters) as well as the creation of global, digital monopolies. Global 

businesses are likely to continue to emerge, although with the possibility of being based 

‘multilocally’, i.e. in a variety of interconnected, potentially remote locations. Robotisation on 

                                                      

11 ESPON recent project studies relate to economic dynamics: 

• ESPON ITAN - Integrated Territorial Analysis of the Neighbourhood (2014) 

• ESPON GEOSPECS - Geographic Specificities and Development Potentials in Europe (2012) 

• ESPON TERCO - European Territorial Cooperation as a Factor of Growth, Jobs and Quality of Life (2012) 

• ESPON ULYSSES - Using applied research results from ESPON as a yardstick for cross-border spatial 

development planning (2012) 

• ESPON World in Europe: Global FDI Flows towards Europe (2017) 

• ESPON PROFECY - Inner Peripheries: National territories facing challenges of access to basic services of 

general interest (2017) 

• ESPON SMEs - Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in European Regions and Cities (2018) 

• ESPON Working Paper “Revealing territorial potentials and shaping new policies in specific types of 

territories in Europe” (2017)  
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the one hand may increase productivity and reduce the workload for humans, while on the 

other it demands a re-skilling of the workforce, and risks to cut out those who cannot keep up 

with change. 

4.1.4 Environmental risks and assets 

Awareness of the environmental impacts of human activity will likely increase and result in  

more environmentally-friendly policymaking. Nonetheless, such awareness and proactive 

policies may vary across regions, since different places are affected differently by climate 

change – with varying levels of risk.  

Environmental concerns linked to risks and assets will have major spatial implications12, in 

Europe as well as in other countries, including the decarbonisation of industrial activities, 

different modes of energy production, and radical changes to transport and heating systems. 

Concerns about the loss of biodiversity, as well as habitat destruction, and the transition 

towards a circular economy will create not only challenges to a successful transformation but 

also opportunities for growth and the emergence of new sectors of economic activity. 

Overall, it is expected that better technologies and more responsible human behaviour will 

lead to lower environmental impacts in Europe, assuming that environmental regulations and 

public policies will induce this positive trend. 

 

4.2 Spatial and Territorial Trends 

4.2.1 Spatial Development Impacts   

Many different ESPON program applied research studies provide for a comprehensive view of 

today’s spatial impacts and/or dynamics13. In this section only few key elements mostly 

related to polarisation and polycentrism are considered. 

                                                      

12 ESPON projects dealing with environmental risks and assets to be considered:  

• CLIMATE – Impact of Climate Change in Europe (2011) 

• CIRCTER - Circular Economy and Territorial Consequences (2017) 

• LOCATE - Territories and Low-Carbon Economy (2016) 

• GRETA – Green infrastructure: Enhancing biodiversity and ecosystem services for territorial development 

(2017) 

• LinkPas – Linking Networks of Protected Areas to Territorial Development (2017) 

 

13 Most relevant ESPON projects to assess spatial development impacts: 

• ET2050 - Territorial Scenarios and Visions for Europe (2015) 

• ESPON BEST METROPOLISES - Best Development Conditions in European Metropolises: Paris, Berlin 

and Warsaw (2012) 

• ESPON BRIDGES - Territories with Geographical Specificities (2019) 

• ESPON ITAN Integrated Territorial Analysis of the Neighbourhoods (2014)  



 

ESPON / ETRF – A Territorial Reference Framework for Europe / Final Report                                                           38 
 

In relation to the global dimension, the trends will likely result in a geostrategic shift from the 

Atlantic to the Pacific as the centre of the global economy, origin and destination of trade. At 

global scale, the European market will become relatively smaller, as well as the European 

population. Consequently, the global traffic of goods, services and people will likely be more 

concentrated in Asia, and traditional gateways may potentially lose prominence, thus 

requiring a shift in activities.   

Similarly, as the world’s population is increasingly urbanised, the emergence of megalopolis 

will likely be concentrated outside of Europe. The relatively smaller size of European cities will 

require strong cross-border networks to successfully generate ‘borrowed size’ and 

competitive economies of scale and scope. 

On the one hand, cities will attract investment and population and become the centre of 

production and innovation, while scarcely populated and less economically active areas will 

likely suffer from depopulation. On the other, within cities there will be the risk of increasing 

disparities between neighbourhoods, and increases in the social exclusion of parts of the 

population.   

All in all, it can be expected that many European cities will likely be more economically 

interconnected and interdependent, while at the same time facing risks of internal socio-

economic fragmentation. Territorial Governance challenges may arise as a consequence of 

these impacts.  

4.2.2 Territorial Governance Implications  

Traditional governmental levels are facing increasing difficulties in tackling the evolving 

challenges of spatial development as a consequence of a lack of territorial and jurisdictional 

synchronism. Attempting to find a way out by adapting traditional government structures to 

the new reality, there are many initiatives among EU Member States that see local and 

regional governments working together in cross-border functional areas and exploring 

different institutional arrangements for these –“new territorialities”. Discussions concerning the 

need for updated and territorially-sensitive approaches to EU governance are on-going with 

proposals and actions which range from deep territorial reforms to soft (informal) governance 

tools.   

                                                                                                                                                        

• ESPON POLYCE - Metropolisation and Polycentric Development in Central Europe: Evidence Based 

Strategic Options (2012) 

• ESPON ReSSI – Regional Strategies for Sustainable and Inclusive Territorial Development: Regional 

Interplay and EU Dialogue (2017) 

• ESPON SPIMA- Spatial dynamics and strategic planning in metropolitan areas (2017) 

ESPON TERCO European Territorial Co-operation as a Factor of Growth, Jobs and Quality of Life (2013)  
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The ESPON program has deeply analysed the governance implications of spatial 

development in Europe14. Governance systems in Europe are changing to become less 

hierarchical and top down, more flexible and empowering of local actors, more inclusive of a 

wider group of public and private organisations, and more focused on functional areas rather 

than fixed territories. Jessop (1998) critically calls this the “organisation of self-organisation”.  

These changes raise the question of interdependencies across levels of governance, and 

amongst public and private actors, institutions and organisations. Simultaneously, the 

influence of national governance and planning traditions make these changes path and 

context-dependent, creating significant challenges to development.  

 

Functional Urban Areas (Urban Auit) 

 

Cross border territorialities at regional scale (MOT) 

                                                      

14 Most relevant ESPON projects to assess governance implications:  

• ESPON Alps2050 Common spatial perspectives for the Alpine area. Towards a common vision (2018) 

• ESPON ACTAREA Thinking and planning in areas of territorial cooperation (2017) 

• ESPON METROBORDER – Cross-Border Polycentric Metropolitan Regions (2010) 

• ESPON CPS - Cross-border Public Services (2018) 

• ESPON TANGO - Territorial Approaches for New Governance (2014) 

• ESPON TranSMEC - Transnational Support Method for European Cooperation (2011) 

• ESPON TIA CBC - Territorial Impact Assessment for Cross-Border Cooperation (2019) 

• ESPON ULYSSES - Using applied research results from ESPON as a yardstick for cross-border spatial 

development planning (2012) 
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Transnational macroregional territorialities 

(INTERREG)   

 

New Territorialities at continental scale (EU) 

Source: ESPON ERTF Project Team 

According to Claude Raffestin15 (2012) the construction of “territory” is the consequence of 

“territoriality” defined as the ensemble of relations that a society maintains with exteriority and 

alterity for the satisfaction of its needs (pp.121). 

The modern discussion on “territorialism” began with the creation of modern nation-states. 

The Peace of Westphalia (1648) (i.e. treaties ending the European religion wars) has been 

identified as the beginning of the modern international system, based on the concept 

of sovereignty. This represented a major disruption in relation to the previous medieval 

political geography, which was based on a number of heterogeneous, overlapping 

territorialities, both secular and religious. Today, the principle of international public law is that 

each nation-state has exclusive sovereignty over its territory. 

                                                      

15 In Space, territory, and territoriality (2012) Raffestin summarises how the concept of “territory” and “territoriality” 

from a number of thinkers. For Edward Soja (1971) territoriality can be understood as a behaviour associated with the 

spatial organization in spheres of influence or in delimited territories which assumes different characteristics and can 

be considered as exclusive of the one who occupies them and the one who defines them. Soja adds that territoriality 

affects human behaviour at all social activity levels and that the notion is constructed from the Western idea of private 

ownership. Robert Sack is very close to Soja in his definition of territoriality (1986). Jean Gottmann, with The 

Significance of Territory, probably preceded everyone and acted as a liaison significantly, between Anglo-Saxon and 

French geography (1973; see also 1952) 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_wars_of_religion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Westphalian_sovereignty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nation_state
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sovereignty
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Some relevant contributions to the problems related to “territorialism” are briefly introduced in 

the following list: 

Thinking “beyond territorialism” 

 

• Daniel Bell (1960) pointed out how public policies are constrained by administrative 

borders and nation-states are too big to deal with “small” things and “too small” to deal 

with “big” things. 

• John Agnew (1994) defined the so-called “nation-state trap”, as mental and institutional 

framework no so easy to escape.   

• Bertrand Badie (1995) proposed the “end of territories” –a world without “territorialism”,    

• Saskia Sassen (1996) studied sovereignty in an age of globalisation and noted that  

while globalisation leaves national territory basically unaltered, it is having pronounced 

effects on the exclusive territoriality of the nation state.  

• Kenichi Ohmae (2008), proposed  “new territorialities” based on large urban regions (e.g. 

euroregions, macroregions etc) 

• Wendy Brown (2010) analysed territoriality in terms of an old fantastic dream and 

described borders as “fetishism”. 

• Benjamin Barber (2014) proposed “new territorialities” based large global metropolises. 

• Andreas Faludi16 (2018) has further developed this idea, defining “territorialism” as an 

ideology. In his claim for a “middle age territoriality” he evokes fuzzy borders and 

overlapping sovereignties.  

Needless to say, many other thinkers, such as David Harvey, Erik Swyngedouw or Bob 

Jessop have analysed economic political and economic, an cultural geographies, as well as 

philosophers such a Michel Foucault, Martin Heidegger, Friedrich Hegel and Karl Marx.  Just 

like “time”, “space” is critical for human comunities. 

From these works it emerges that the current mainstream approach to territorialism, inherited 

from modern times, is one that recalls a ‘Russian doll’, where overlapping frontiers and 

borders act as containers of policies, people and identities. An alternative, non-territorialist 

approach would one where territories are like ‘Lego’ and thus can be connected to create new 

realities and can be easily constructed and deconstructed. We live in a given place inside 

permanent borders, as well as a relative space connected to others just by ephemeral and 

virtual networks. 

                                                      

16 Andreas Faludi, member of ETRF SAF, published his latest book “Proverty of Territorialism” in late 2018, deeply 
discussed in SAF workshops as well as in ESPON Conferences. 
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Figure 4.2: “Territorialist” vision and “Non-territorialist” vision 

 

Source: Google 

Governments remain attached to territorial jurisdictions but increasingly engage in different 

sorts of political cooperation. Since the early 1990s, there have been discussions on the need 

to implement significant reforms to improve the efficiency of public administrations facing a 

world of “pervasive uncertainty”. On the one hand reforms favoured more flexible and 

customised policy-responses, “Muddling Through” strategies inspired by the increasing 

mobility of private capital (e.g. in the proposals for “more entrepreneurial”, “reinvented 

government”, “agile government”, “smaller government”).  On the other hand, reforms also 

emphasised the need to establish more strict regulations on selected policy areas.  

European public administrations may apply the principle of subsidiarity, as defined in Article 5 

of the Treaty on European Union17. It states that the central authority should have a 

subsidiary function, performing only those tasks which cannot be performed effectively at a 

more immediate or local level. Checks are made to verify that action at EU level is justified in 

light of the possibilities available at lower administrative levels, to ensure that decisions are 

taken as closely as possible to the citizen. 

 

Many European Member States have delivered territorial reform programs, bringing about 

redesigned units and increased devolution to better meet the EU’s requirements in terms of 

territorial cohesion and competitiveness, or to satisfy regionalist identity-based claims. Other 

smaller scale reforms have attempted to address the inadequacies of municipal divisions, 

inherited from a society where mobility was more limited. The aim is to make these divisions 

more operative in the context of general urbanisation and metropolisation, where services are 

increasingly accessed on a wider scale, creating the need for revised funding models. 

                                                      

17 Under the principle of subsidiarity, in areas which do not fall within its exclusive competence, the Union shall act 
only if and in so far as the objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently achieved by the Member States, 
either at central level or at regional and local level, but can rather, by reason of the scale or effects of the proposed 
action, be better achieved at Union level. 

The institutions of the Union shall apply the principle of subsidiarity as laid down in the Protocol on the application of 
the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality. National Parliaments ensure compliance with the principle of 
subsidiarity in accordance with the procedure set out in that Protocol. (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012M%2FTXT) 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012M%2FTXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012M%2FTXT
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EU Cohesion policy has an important impact introducing new governance mechanisms. For 

this reason, organisations such as the Committee of Regions considered it essential to 

guaranteein the latest Cohesion reform a multi-level governance and the bottom-up approach 

through shared place-based policy-design and implementation, and in full compliance with the 

subsidiarity principle (2017).18 

Trends will likely change the meaning of the territory itself, the nature of administrative 

borders at all scales, as well as political geography in general. Territoriality will be disrupted 

by the increasing relevance of networks of relations overpassing borders. In the past, political 

and economic power has been distributed mostly through places within borders, but in the 

future it will also be linked to “nodes connected to physical and virtual networks. 

In a disrupted territoriality the paramount challenge will be how to reinvent democracy and 

effective government. The changing nature of the above-mentioned trends impacts the nature 

of territorialities, and thus must be taken into account in governance models. Different types 

of territorial governance can be hypothesised as options to address these challenges. 

 

Legal and institutional aspects are critical for the success of soft-governance arrangements 

between public administrations and governments. The legal framework to facilitate stable 

cooperation remains to a large extend still constrained by national systems, and legal 

iniciatives like the European Grouping for Territorial Cohesion (EGTC) initiative need to be 

enhanced if territorial cooperation has to advance significantly in Europe.  

 

The EGTC is an European legal instrument designed to facilitate cross-border, transnational 

and interregional cooperation, only among public institutions. The EGTC enables regional and 

local authorities and other public bodies from different member states, to set up cooperation 

groupings with a legal personality, without requiring a prior international agreement to be 

signed and ratified by national parliaments. Member States must however agree to the 

participation of members in their respective countries and the law applicable for the 

interpretation and application of the convention is that of the Member State in which the 

official EGTC headquarters are located.  

 

The assessment of the application of EGTC regulation (European Commission, Spatial 

Foresight, 2018) states the need to go beyond the actual EGTC regulation:   

 

“EGTC regulation cannot solve all problems. Many issues during the set-up or 

operation of an EGTC relate to national legislation and different national frameworks. 

                                                      

18 On the importance of the involvement of local and regional authorites and of the respect of the 

principle of subsidiarity in the structure of the European Semester, please see The Committee of the 
Regions’opinion on “The European semester and cohesion policy: aligning structural reforms with long-
term investments”, 10-11 April 2019, ECON-VI/040. 
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This relates to national implementation of the EGTC regulation and other legal 

frameworks relevant for an EGTC's operation”.  

 

Despite the constrains of the actual legal frameworks for cooperation, from local to continental 

scales “functional areas” emerge. In many cases they develop common spatial development 

visions by integrating local and regional development plans.This voluntary and organic bottom 

up common planning intiatives provide for excellent reference point to coordinate sectoral 

policies and visualise long-term common interests. 
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Figure 4.3: Evolution of the political geography of Europe. New territorial assemblages (or “functional areas” looking for alternative governance structures) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 
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5 Territorial Scenarios Ahead 

 

The analysis of alternative future scenarios in this chapter shows that positive futures might be 

possible. In brief, the scenarios suggest that if key challenges are taken seriously and 

addressed throught policy intervention, it makes a significant difference, i.e. meliorative policy 

matters.  

The purpose of the scenarios is to provide illustrative tools in the TA2020+ deliberations. 

Inevitably, they are simplifications, not precise descriptions of any future reality. These “wind 

tunnels”, perspectives of four different futures ahead are not mutually exclusive. However, there 

are “seeds” of each one of them already present in today’s developments. We assume 

alternative evolutions of the European political geography as the fundamental determinant to 

design the scenarios, since we believe that shortcomings of most European policies are mostly 

related to how they are designed and implemented, rather than in their content, or their aim. 

 

Scenarios are meant to be deliberative tools for normative policy making. They have a clear 

political focus based on exploring possible territorial governance futures, and they are inspired 

by most recent future-oriented policy studies in Europe that aim to address the question of how 

European governments at all levels will be able to face the identified territorial challenges. The 

overall orientation of these scenarios is inspired by future-oriented documents and reflections 

with a political focus, developed in the crisis aftermath: 

• European Territorial 2050, ESPON project (2014) 

• Towards a New Pact for Europe, EPC, 2014 

• White Paper of the Future of Europe, European Commission (2017) 

• Three visions, one direction. Plans for the future of Europe, European Political Strategy 

Center on Juckers, Macron and Merkel visions (2018) 

• Time to move up a gear: the results of an insufficient summit, by Janis A. Emmanoulidis 

(EPC, 2018) 

A number of innovative “territorialities” or “assemblages” already identified in the previous 

chapter is presented in the table below. They constitute the basis to design the policy-scenarios 

to be discussed. 

Table 5.1: Territorial assemblages  

 Territorial 

Reforms 

Territorial 
Cooperation 

New 

Territorialities 

Post-territoriality 

Dominant 

principle 

“National 

sovereignty”  

“Enhanced 

cooperation” 

“Subsidiarity” “Self-governance” 

Government 

paradigm 

Authoritarian 

and/or 

Entrepreneurial 

Enabling Providing Empowering 

Governance 

paradigm 

Top-down 

multilevel 

Multilevel “place-

based” governance. 

Top-down 

integration process 

Bottom-up private 

and public 
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governance. Intergovernmental  partnership 

initiatives, self-

organisation under 

common 

regulations 

Formalisation 

 

Different internal 

reforms at MS 

level –local 

amalgamation, 

new metropolitan 

areas, regional 

re/decentralisation,  

Enabling  “functional 

areas” as cross-border 

interregional and 

transnational 

“cooperation zones” at 

all scales     

Institutionalisation 

of “functional 

areas” with 

specific 

competences, 

non-exclusive 

sovereignty and 

project-oriented 

delimitation. 

More informal and 

deterritorialised  

global and local 

“assemblages” 

(e.g. Swiss Action 

Areas AAs) 

Possible Legal 

Form  

Associations 

Working 

community 

Consortiums 

 EGTC 

Public-Private 

Partnerships  

 

Enabled EGTC 

Legal reforms in 

national 

regulations to 

promote territorial 

cooperation and 

integration 

Voluntary 

agreements on 

reference 

frameworks, 

standards and 

guidelines 

Representative 

Law 

Enforcement  

National Courts of 

Justice 

European Court of 

Justice 

European and 

other International 

Courts of Justice 

International 

Arbitration Centers 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

5.1 Imagining Alternative Political Geographies Ahead 

The common thread in better addressing the challenges is an improvement in the quality of 

government and territorial governance throughout Europe. In all scenarios there are alternative 

governance arrangements to overcome the territorial misalignment of functionalities and to 

address interdependencies between places.    

Four policy scenarios are designed as broad responses, in terms of changes on political 

geographies, to the challenges discussed previously.  

Common to all policy-scenarios, “Pervasive uncertainty” is assumed as an underlying trend. 

Uncertainty grows overtime since technology progresses more rapidly and societies feel more 

vulnerable (there are more assets to lose). As already introduced, the baseline or reference 

scenario is based on the business-as-usual “Muddling-Through” strategy, assuming no 

significant change on the present poitical geography. 

Spatial patterns in terms urban structures, infrastructure and protected areas or land-uses are 

expected to change only marginally at aggregate European scale during the next decades. 

Moreover, policy-aims related to spatial development stated in previous Territorial Agendas 

remain valid. Therefore scenarios do not make explicit choices in relation to specific spatial 

development policies.   

While scenarios are designed in qualitative terms, they are assessed quantitatively in terms of 

the evolution of economic growth and disparities at regional scale by the application of MASST4 

econometric model. In addition, the most recent assessment of European cohesion policies by 

JRC (2019) is also taken into account. 
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In synthesis, the scenarios can be described are as follows: 

Table 5.2: Synthesis of the scenarios 

Proposed Scenarios. Territorial governance implications 

Muddling-Through ( = ) BAU Business-as-usual, most likely future reference, 2035  

 

The scenario assumes different trajectories in different countries, with limited processes of territorial 

reform such as re-centralisation and municipal amalgamation, creation of new metropolitan 

areas/regions, possible because of stronger central governments. Functional areas do not develop stable 

governance structures. “Cooperation” is limited to territories already having experience and know-how.  

Quality of government remains heterogenous. The European institutions remain unable to solve 

legislative and decision-making deficits, and there is a risk of orderly disintegration.  

 

The scenario is driven by retrospective feelings bachkward, because growing legitimacy concerns 

(people wishing stronger national governments) 

Enabling Cooperation ( < > ) Normative, 2035  

Functional cross-border areas of cooperation (e.g. metropolis, euroregions, macroregions, etc.) improve 

their governance structures based on upgraded legal frameworks. The European institutions, following 

the “Enhanced Cooperation” paradigm, are able to solve most of current “democratic deficits” and 

legislative gaps, and therefore the “costs of non Europe” are reduced. The scenario assumes a more 

effective multilevel “place-based” design and implementation of most European policies, in line with CLLD 

and ITI. It also assumes a relative improvement of the quality of government across Europe, induced by 

European programmes as well as by the implementation of new digital technologies and more 

demanding citizens. 

The scenario is driven by efficiency. 

New-territorialities ( v )  Prospective 2050  

The scenario assumes a stricter application of the “subsidiary principle”. The legal harmonisation and 

political integration process of the EU is significantly advanced, because of geostrategic challenges 

driven by technologies and globalisation, as well as by a more cosmopolitan attitude of new generations. 

The EU is a major driver force to improve quality of government across Europe, as well the 

implementation of territorial reforms at all scales based on municipal amalgamation, 

creation/development of new territorial jurisdictions such as metropolitan regions, and further 

institutionalisation of macroregions as planning areas as well as as priority cooperation zones.  

The scenario is driven by prospective feelings, and both efficiency on the delivery of public policies and 

legitimacy concerns in relation to how policies are designed and implemented. 

 

Post-territorialities ( ^ )  Prospective 2050 

It assumes a de-territorialisation of politics, and the emergence of spheres of governance attached to 

networks instead of places. There will be an increasing number of specialised public agencies, and 

private-public service providers following network-based cross-border arrangements. Voluntary-based 

integration of local communities to share public services by applying the “self-governance” principle will 

become the most relevant territorial institutions. The political geography of Europe will be based on a 
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network of global cities, or city-regions. European institutions will play a “meta-governor” role, mostly a 

regulator able to induce “self-organisation” and spontaneous legal order across sectors and scales.  

The scenario is driven by prospective feelings, and  mostly legitimacy concerns. Networks of global cities 

provide for both place-attachment, closer governments, and cosmopolitanism. 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

Table 5.3: Profile of policy-scenarios in relation to the European project and Cohesion policy 

 Muddling-through Enabling Cooperation New Territorialities Post-territoriality 

European 

project 

Uncertain, risk of 

disintegration. 

Renationalisation of 

policies 

Enhanced Cooperation 

in different sectors. 

Overcoming legislative 

gaps and democratic 

deficits. 

More support to 

Interreg, CLD, ITI in 

cohesion regulations 

Further integration 

driven by global 

challenges. 

Subsidiary strictly 

applied at all scales. 

Stronger common 

policies in key 

sectors 

Further integration 

driven by people’s 

values and more 

bottom-up and de-

territorialised 

initiatives. Local self-

governance 

reinforced. Common 

regulations and 

decentralised 

policies. 

European 

Cohesion 

policies 

 Budget reduction on 

Cohesion. 

Maintenance of 

actual criteria and 

funds allocation. 

  New generation: 

Budget maintained. 

More support to CLD 

and ITI. More territorial 

cooperation in the 

design and 

implementation of 

sectorial policies 

Budget increased. 

Integration of 

sectorial funds. Full 

application Art.5 of 

new regulations. 

Legal barriers for 

cooperation 

removed.  Promoting 

comprehensive 

territorial 

development plans 

Budget maintained 

targeted to empower 

the quality of 

government on less 

developed places.  

Legal barriers for 

cooperation 

removed.   

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

No “worse-case” scenario is defined as such, but it can be considered to be a sub-set of 

“Muddling Through” if it leads to chaotic or orderly territorial disintegration (e.g. Brexit without 

agreement extended to other Member States or following the “theory of disintegration” as 

proposed by Jan Zielonka and Ivan Krastev (2017)). These variants are not developed since 

they have limited interest in the deliberations for the new TA+2020.  

All scenarios are presumed to overlap in time, with each one having a period of “dominance”:  

• Muddling Through: up to 2035 

• Enabling Cooperation: up to 2035, as an alternative to Muddling Through 

• Neo-territorialities: up to 2050, as a possible evolution of Enabling Cooperation 

• Post-territorialities: up to 2050, as a possible evolution of Enabling Cooperation 

 

These policy scenarios are in line with a number of previous scenario building exercises, as 

suggested in the Table 5.4 below. 

Table 5.4: Profile of policy-scenarios.Aligment of ETRF scenarios with other policy-scenarios 

 Muddling-through Enabling Cooperation New Territorialities Post-territoriality 

European 

Forward Unit 

Turbulent 

neighbourhoods 

Shared Responsibilities Triumphant Markets 

(balanced with EU 

stronger common 

1.000 Flowers 

(without libertarian 

approach) 
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(1999) institutions) 

Law Scenarios to 

2030 by Hiil 

(2012) 

 Legal Borders -  Global Constitution Legal Internet 

Legal Tribes 

ESPON ET2050 

(2014) 

Europe of metropolis Europe of cities - Europe of regions  

New Pact  

EPC (2014) 

- Moving Ahead 

Ambitiously 

Leaping forward - 

Junkers White 

Paper; EC (2017) 

Carrying on Those that want to do 

more, do more 

Doing more together Doing less more 

efficiently 

EPRS, EP (2017) Hollow foundations: 

Unstable Europe in 

an unstable world 

- EU as a global 

power: Stable 

Europe in and 

unstable world 

- 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

Next graphics just illustrate the territorial governance scenarios just introduced: 

Map 5.1 Conceptual ilustration of the scenarios considered 

 

2050

Muddling Through

Enabling Cooperation

New Territorialities

Post-territorialism
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Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 
Next, four scenarios are defined in some more detail. 

5.1.1 Muddling-through Scenario towards 2030 

The “Muddling Through” scenario follows the trends already introduced. It is based on stable 

demography, increasing ageing and migration. From a macroeconomic point of view, the 

scenario is based on the general assumption that the structural changes that occurred during 

the crisis remain prevalent in future, with a likely moderate growth and increasing disparities. 

These assumptions were deeply analysed and validated by using the MASST4 model. 

 

The narrative of the scenario assumes that different, often contradictory and reactive policy 

responses are given in Europe to the most pressing short-term uncertainties. The paramount 

political aim is assuring stability for Europe to deal with the growing uncertainty and feelings of 

national governments losing control and the ‘ungovernability’ of migration and global 

corporations.Many governments are nowadays moving towards protectionism, and external 

events are often considered threats to wellbeing or security. There is a more or less intense rise 

of “retrospective values” everywhere and a tendency towards more authoritarian and 

competitive – rather than cooperative – government. Consequently, Euroscepticism grows. The 

scenario is characterised overall by political changes that pretend to repair rather than to reform 

government structures. 

The “Muddling Through” scenario is a business-as-usual response adapted to the needs and 

capacity of each institution, at this particular moment. It is a reactive but flexible, pragmatic, 

utilitarian decision-making - the so-called “entrepreneurial” government style. This scenario 

assumes “governing by authority” to a large extent, and suggests the use of traditional forms of 

authority, such as regulation and direction. 

Under the omnipresent condition of “pervasive uncertainty”, the policy responses being taken by 

European institutions, under this scenario, have a far greater focus on risk and crisis 

management and there is an overall aim of flexibility and speed as a pre-condition to most 

effective policy reactions. The precautionary principle remains central but there is an increasing 

need to apply the innovation principle to shape change in a positive way. There will be a 

continuous challenge to existing structures and processes, implying a need for stronger efforts 

of more traditional political actors to remain relevant. This political tendency, which will most 

likely have to accept the inevitability of this environment of continuous change, will coexist with 

a strengthened, more populist-oriented narrative based on national identity, borders and 

protection. At the same time, it is possible that recentralisation at Member State level will pave 

the way towards internal territorial reforms.  
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In the midterm (2030) this scenario can move towards any other scenario, as well as towards 

more fragmentation and disintegration. The risk of disordered disintegration is the major threat 

associated with this scenario.  

The scenario has been modelled using the MASST4 model19. Table 5.5 presents key results in 

terms of growth, and next maps illustrates growth distribution among regions.  

Table 5.5: Annual average GDP, productivity and employment growth 2018-2035 

 Average GDP 
growth rate 

Average productivity 
growth rate 

Average total employment 
growth rate 

EU28 1.60 0.34 0.27 

EU27 without UK 1.61 0.35 0.28 

United Kingdom 1.49 0.02 0.35 

EU15 1.59 0.17 0.24 

CEECs 1.72 0.75 0.38 
 
Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

Map 5.2: Per capita GDP in 2018 and 2035 (MASST4, 2019) Reference “Muddling Through” scenario 
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Key aspects (please see more detailed analysis in the Annex 2) 

• This scenario is characterised by a stable recovery from the crisis, with an average yearly 

growth rate of 1.6% for EU 2820. This rate would be slightly higher (1.61%) if the  United 

Kingdom is excluded, due to its lower performance determined by potential negative Brexit 

effects (+1.40%); 

                                                      

19 MASST4 model developed by Politécnico di Milano 
20 Please note that these values are not to be understood as forecasts but as an illustration of possible 

outcomes under the assumptions underlying this scenario. 



 

53 
ESPON / ETRF – A Territorial Reference Framework for Europe / Final Report 

• CEECs countries (still show an average growth rate higher than EU15 Countries (1.72% 

against 1.59%) but the difference has remarkably narrowed; 

• EU15 are characterised by a slow increase in overall productivity, in line with the warnings 

laid down in the official OECD document “The future of productivity” (OECD, 2015); 

• The difference between EU15 and EU13 is more consistent in terms of productivity than in 

terms of employment growth. CEECs countries are likely to experience a second transition, 

although a less problematic one, towards a more balanced, endogenous pattern of 

development. In contrast, EU15 countries are entering a re-launch phase thanks to an 

advanced and pervasive use of new technologies and the benefits of what is commonly 

known as ‘Industry 4.0’; 

• Total disparities are foreseen to grow, as a result of between-country disparities decreasing 

but not enough to compensate for the strong increase in within-country disparities. 

 

5.1.2 Enabling Cooperation Scenario towards 2030 

This scenario assumes successful territorial governance processes in the next decade, inside 

Member States as well as at European level. It is designed to show a positive evolution of the 

“Muddling Through” scenario towards more cooperation among Member States, regions and 

cities, without reaching legal harmonisation, or political further integration. The scenario 

incorporates more intensive co-development projects in neighbouring countries as well as better 

coordinated migration, trade and foreign policies and improvement of the quality of government 

everywhere in Europe thanks to incentives and conditionalities applied through EU policies. The 

driving force is the improvement of the quality of government, and a clearer citizens’ perception 

of the cost of political fragmentation. Successful territorial cooperation prevents or slows down 

the need to carry on deeper territorial reforms. In the long-term, the scenario can move towards 

the two prospective scenarios –or remain stagnant.  

The “Enabling Cooperation” response is considered a pragmatic and realistic improvement on 

“Muddling Through” to avoid its most obvious risks. This possible response has always been 

part of the European political process, and step-by-step gradual process towards further 

integration. It is in line with the “Enhanced Cooperation” approach. The policy strategy applied 

to deal with “pervasive uncertainty” is based on the “governing through enabling” paradigm, 

based on facilitating, co-ordinating and encouraging action through partnership with private and 

voluntary sector agencies, and through various forms of community engagement. Governing 

through enabling works through persuasion, constructive criticism and incentives. It is based on 

a “flexible geometry” and runs at a “multiple speed”.    

 

Legal and institutional barriers for cooperation are to some extend removed. More effective 

institutionalisation of Metropolitan Area, Euroregions and Macroregions as well as other 

functional areas as territorial cooperation zones. Multilevel governance following a “place-

based” approach applied in most European policies. The “Costs of non-Europe” do not increase 
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in future. The scenario is expected to have higher overall economic growth than “Muddling 

Through”, but the development of interregional disparities is uncertain. 

In relation to European policies, gaps on European monetary and fiscal policies are partially 

solved, and national public debts are under control.  Cohesion policies will be reformed, the 

budget maintained and integrated into a single fund focused on improving quality of 

governance, particularly in relation to cross-border functional areas, also targeted on borders 

with neighbouring countries. There is a redistribution of the European budget in favour of new 

fields including security and migration and a decreasing the share of budget devoted to 

cohesion policies and CAP, setting national shares to the levels decided in the document of 

May 29, 2018, and maintaining regional shares as in the 2014-2020 programming period.  

The scenario has been modelled by the MASST4 model21, assuming higher trade flows among 

EU countries, higher decrease in non-tariffs barriers, higher trust within and among countries, 

higher quality of government, stronger cooperation networks among cities and higher exports   

MASST4 illustrates that higher growth for the whole Europe can be achieved22 with higher 

economic integration when compared to ‘Muddling Through’ scenario. Growth patterns do not 

follow the North/South and East/West patterns of previous decades.  

In terms of regional disparities, MASST4 provides a projection of growing disparities among 

regions within the same country, so high that the decrease of disparities between countries is 

not sufficient to compensate them. The result is that total disparities increase, but disparities 

grow less under the “Muddling Through” scenario, even if “Enabling Cooperation” assumes 

much more economic integration. 

 

Table 5.6: Annual average GDP growth 2018-2035. Integration scenario w.r.t. the reference scenario 

 Average GDP growth rate 

2018-2035 

EU28 0.24 

EU27 without UK 0.25 

United Kingdom 0.11 

Old15 0.23 

CEECs 0.29 
 

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

Overall, most regions gain in terms of GDP when compared to the ‘Muddling Through’ scenario, 

see Map 5.3.  

 

                                                      

21 MASST4 model developed by Politécnico di Milano 
22 Please note that these values are not to be understood as forecasts but as an illustration of possible outcomes under 
the assumptions underlying this scenario. 



 

55 
ESPON / ETRF – A Territorial Reference Framework for Europe / Final Report 

Map 5.3: Average regional GDP growth rate in the “Enabling Coooperation”, economically integrated 
scenario 
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Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

Impact of increasing cooperation in Europe 

The economic impact of increasing cooperation across Europe represents, according to 

MASST4 about 0,2% of annual GDP, meaning about half of the EU GDP accumulated in 20 

years. This refers only to removing barriers for economic cooperation; including the impact of 

better territorial governance and improve government, and considering wellbeing noy just 

economic growth, the improvement linked to cooperation will be much higher. In relation to 

previous assessements, MASST4 results are higher, meaning the cost of fragmentation tends 

to grow.(please see more detailed analysis in the Annex 2). 

 

5.1.3 “New territoriality” Scenario towards 2050  

The EU will be able to continue to reinvent itself as a “new territoriality”. Common European 

institutions are able to face the power of global corporations and regulate emerging 

technologies by establishing new common regulations for network industries (e.g. European 

transport and energy systems) as well as more advanced technological sectors (e.g. 

telecommunication, robotics, biomedicine etc.) aiming to protect citizens’ rights and European 
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business interests. The EU engages in international agreements at a global scale promoting 

“European values” worldwide.  

Flows of people, goods, energy, resources and information, will continue to grow globally, as 

well as within Europe. Technological progress and geostrategic concerns over security, 

environmental risks and citizens’ rights are major driving forces pushing towards new common 

European regulations and legal harmonisation in critical areas (e.g. cybersecurity and artificial 

intelligence), as well as towards stronger European common institutions. Also environmental 

awareness and concerns on global impacts drive Europeans to rely on stronger common 

institutions able to promote changes and influence world decisions. European institutions are 

able to carry on structural reforms on the political geography in the mid-term, from 2035, to 

remove any cost of political fragmentation and make sure Europe has a “critical mass” at world 

level.  

“Governing by provision” shapes practice through the delivery of services and resources at the 

geographic scale if it becomes more efficient. Less advanced local, regional, state 

administrations increase their quality of government over a few decades, harmonising national 

regulations and removing barriers to cross-border cooperation. Territorial structures are 

reformed through both processes of decentralisation and recentralisation and further 

institutionalisation of cross-border functional areas (e.g. metropolitan regions, macroregions, 

euroregions). Personal identities of new generations will be less attached to inherited 

territorialities, and Europeans will feel increasingly cosmopolitan, sharing multiple and project-

oriented identities, the European one, among others.  More cosmopolitan mindsets of new 

generations make it easier to advance towards a more integrated Europe e.g. as a “European 

Republic”. Barriers to cooperation are removed, and actual synergies emerge. In this respect, it 

is an optimistic evolution of the “Enabling Cooperation” scenario: 

5.1.4  “Post-territoriality” Scenario towards 2050  

Political borders become fluid, since Europe experiences the end of “territorialism” as the 

dominant ideology towards 2050. Local and global institutions become the only relevant players 

in Europe as well as at global level, particularly capitals and metropolitan areas. The scenario 

assumes a highly decentralised and intensively interconnected political structure with self-

organising capability. It also assumes that new technologies will empower (some) people and 

(some) communities and will make possible more environmentally friendly activities and self-

sufficiency, but not necessarily more inclusive societies. Networks of private, public and third 

sector non-profit organisations will grow at all levels, with increasing collaborative and 

cooperative business strategies sharing and circular bottom-up economies. Instead of a few 

global corporations controlling digitalised markets, the scenario also assumes global networks 

of small and local activities. Most European policies are delivered by specialised agencies, 

involving multilevel “place-based” policy-design such as community-led development. The 

scenario is driven by changes in people’s values (identities polarised in local and global scales, 

social relations based on physical proximity as well as on more virtual and ephemeral networks, 
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increasing collaborative economies). Multinational corporations become “multilocal”, further 

networked with local firms. Categories such as consumer/producer (“prosumer”), local/global 

(“glocal”), cooperation/competition, personal/business, private/public will become much less 

binary.  The risk to be faced is how voluntary agreements on standards and rules, informal 

partnerships and soft institutionalisation may lead to the definition of anti-monopolistic, more 

human and environmentally sensitive market dynamics. There is also a concern in relation to 

how networks of smaller and more decentralised governments can guarantee sufficient stability 

and avoid excessive disparities, particularly in large sparsely populated areas in inner or 

peripheral regions. 

Metropolitan city-regions become the most relevant territorial government. Dominant political 

actors are local communities, non-governmental organizations, specialised public agencies and 

voluntary market agreements on standards, guidelines and reference frameworks. The EU 

becomes a world region sharing the same regulations and law enforcement system Democracy 

is not just attached to territorial jurisdictions. Referendums on specific issues become popular, 

as well as the eection of persons running key agencies.  

 

5.2 Conclusions 

This section presents a short summary of main conclusions as possible content for the 

Territorial Agenda 2020+. 

Conclusions concerning changes, territorial challenges and future trends:  

• We are living with Pervasive Uncertainty: technological and environmental trends are 

rather exogenous factors that have to be taken as general framework conditions and are 

very difficult for policy makers to influence directly.    

• Technological and socioeconomic trends will most likely exacerbate social 

fragmentation and economic interdependence: most trends are expected to accelerate 

territorial disparities and the key challenges outlined above.  

• New cross-border functional areas at all scales emerge to overcome the mismatch 

between political jurisdictions and de-territorialised networks of flows: none of the 

challenges can be adequately addressed by a single territory or administrative unit 

(municipality, county, province, region, or country). Social, economic and even personal 

interactions emerge at all scales, overcoming the borders or well-delineated territories. The 

governance of territorial challenges is a concern to be addressed at all geographic scales, 

from local to continental.  
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Conclusions concerning the European Territorial Framework to be promoted:  

• The European territorial frame based on inherited political geographies will be 

reformed slowly, despite current claims for more efficiency and/or legitimacy. 

“Enabling Cooperation” becomes the most convenient territorial strategy for the next 

decades. 

• The European territorial reference framework can be understood as perspective 

supporting functional areas (from local to continental scale) to become more effective 

territorialities. 

• Building up spatial development visions from local and regional plans can provide 

for a useful planning reference framework to visualise long-term common interests 

an coordinate sectorial policies. 

• Enabling Cooperation in Europe will not reduce existing disparities in economic 

growth and wellbeing. Stronger, just-in-time and taylor made Cohesion policy is still 

needed. 

 

To change direction, from “Muddling Trough” to “Enabling Cooperation” policy-scenario, Europe 

needs a guiding policy making post-2020 when the new European Parliament and the new EU 

Commission are in place. The TA2020+ 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 spatial 

development visions and cooperation in Europe linking to a wider European policy debate linked 

to the EU Urban Agenda and the UN Sustainable Development Goals.  

Consequently, the TA 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.  

Next chapters further develop more specific recommendations related to the governance of the 

Territorial Agenda, considering it as an intergovernmental process embedded into a given 

institutional setting.  
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Map 5.4: National and Regional Spatial Development Plans 

 
Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 
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6 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. This was the aim of the previous chapters. 

The conclusions obtained so far are presented in a more comprehensive and policy-oriented, 

operational manner in Figure 6.1 below. 

Figure 6.1: Key policy messages of the European Territorial Reference Framework  

 

 

     

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  

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  spatial 

planning visions 

Diverse and multifaceted bottom-up 

visions can generate a shared European 

vision. This should include all places – at 

different functional scales and all parts 

of European society.   
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Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

 

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, the next sections 

sketches some basic characteristics of a desirable future.    

6.1 Towards a new narrative  

Although the overall objectives of TA2020+ remain valid, a new narrative is needed because of 

the changes on the last decade, to 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 TA2020 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, 

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  

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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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.  

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 ta2020+ 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 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.  

6.2 Pathways to Enable Cooperation 

The structural key challenges i.e. territorial and societal fragmentation risks; growing 

interdependencies between places, and 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 
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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.  

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

mobilisation of place-sensitive potentials and better understanding of the territorial impacts of 

key policies has been advocated for some decades (Martin, Mehlbye, and Schön 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 impacts of their regulatory work or funding schemes show rather modest 

results (e.g. ESPON 2013a; 2014a).  

This raises the question, what policy responses are possible within the given institutional 

context i.e. an environment in which interconnected territorial and spatial issues are often side-

lined in favour of a narrow focus on sectoral policies. Probably the answer lies much more in 

manifold soft governance approaches. We therefore recommend turning TA2020+ 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 just 

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

documents for the TA2020+. 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 Amsterdam23. The second part could be the Framework for 

Action in Europe putting the focus on concrete policy pathways, application partnerships and 

pilot actions.  

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 sections 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 main players to take action towards a new narrative and framework for 

                                                      

23 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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action for the TA2020+, 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. 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. 

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 the ETRF project (fragmentation and disintegration; growing interdependencies 

and their externalities; mismatch of functionalities) is cooperation. Accordingly, the TA 

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. 

6.2.1 Framework for bottom-up spatial planning visions  

One key response to the challenges – identified by the ETRF project – for the mid- to long-term 

lies in bottom-up visions or territorial strategies. The TA 2020+ could become a framework for a 
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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 European 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. 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.  

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 analyses projects.  

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 
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decline. More and more regions are on the verge of falling behind.24 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 Euro-

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 ‘everyday 

realities’ and their inhabitants see different future perspectives; not all of them hopeful ones 

(Böhme, Lüer, and Toptsidou 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 Common Provisions 

Regulations proposed for the 2021-2027 programming period. The TA2 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 

                                                      

24 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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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 ta 

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, 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 TA 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 TA 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 TA 2020+ could contribute to promoting European diversity, overcoming societal and 

territorial fragmentation and to elaborating new development perspectives for all places. 
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Principles for bottom-up visions  

Taking initiative  

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

developing spatial development 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.  

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 places: 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 

• 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.  

 

6.2.2 Framework for enabled cooperation  

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

The TA 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.  
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A framework for cooperation may include several key elements. 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.  

 

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 sectoral 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, Varga, and Regional 

Studies Association (Seaford 2017; E. J. R. 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, McCann, and Rodríguez-Pose 2012; McCann, Varga, and Regional Studies 

Association (Seaford 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 
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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.  

TA 2020+ 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 direction, such as European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation (EGTCs) or the 

macro-regional strategies. The ta 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 

geographic 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.  
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• 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.  

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 

abovementioned three types of cooperation between places, policy sectors and societal groups, 

Table 6.1 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 TA 2020+ could be a possible vehicle 

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

institutional context of the TA 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 TA 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 TA 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. 
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The TA 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 

(Vision and Strategies around the Baltic Sea) and EIONET (European Environment Information 

and Observation Network), 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 (Local Governments for Sustainability) 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 6.1: 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  

C
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n
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tw
e

e
n

 p
la

c
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s
 • 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 

C
o
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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: ESPON ERTF Project team 
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7 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 7.1 provides an overview of policy options – also indicating to which policy 

pathway they belong – are further developed in the accompanying fact sheets.  

Figure 7.1: Overview policy options  
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Framework for a shared European  vision

Cooperation as conditionality 

Roving EU – local dialogue

Territorial voice in European policy processes

Framework for bottom-up visions

Framework empowered cooperation

Focus on voice in the European policy debate 

Focus on better use of ESIF post 2020

Focus on better use of Interreg post 2020

Focus on better use of domestic policy tools

Policy pathways Policy focus

Source: ESPON ETRF Project team 

The TA 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 
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Director Generals Meeting during the Austrian Council Presidency, a meaningful revised TA 

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’.  

7.1 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 Error! Reference source not found. on page Error! Bookmark not 

defined.). 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 the ESPONTrain project or the local 

dialogue initiative “Europe listens” in Germany25.  

• 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 

                                                      

25 See www.progressives-zentrum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Europa_Hoert_Abschlussbericht.pdf 
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sea basins) in a European context, e.g. making use of the experience of ESPON targeted 

analysis results such as the ACTAREA ESPON project.  

• 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 Dialogue26.  

• 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-solution27 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’).  

                                                      

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

27 See www.b-solutionsproject.com 



 

77 
ESPON / ETRF – A Territorial Reference Framework for Europe / Final Report 

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.  

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 actions28, 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 TA 2020+is adopted.  

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

The proposed revisions and upgrading to the TA 2020+ 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, for example, 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 TA 

2020+.  

                                                      

28 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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7.3 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.  

To support the implementation of the revised TA 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 TAIEX29, 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. 

8 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 TA 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 TA 2020+ will be approved.  

                                                      

29 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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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  

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 TA 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 TA 2020+ depends 

largely on the level of ambition to bring a territorial dimension to a wider range of key policy 
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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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9 Conclusions  

 

The study has established a number of justifications for the renewal of the current Territorial 

Agenda. 

• The current Territorial Agenda was developed in 2011 during a very different social, 

economic and political context, and needs to be updated according to current 

challenges and prospects.  The evolution of growth and disparities, population 

dynamics and environmental risks is being felt differently in different geographical 

areas. In addition, trends linked to globalisation and emerging technologies influence 

the prospects, challenges and opportunities which different places face, in very different 

ways.  In this context, generic, one-size-fits-all policy responses are inadequate..  

• A number of long-term and sectorial roadmaps have been developed at the European 

and Member State levels, many for the 2050 horizon. By aligning these with the 

Territorial Agenda for the post 2020 period, there is an opportunity to better position 

territorial governance and spatial development dimensions within these forward-looking 

reflections. 

• There are significant research resources and expertise on territorial matters (such as 

provided by ESPON, a key European spatial planning monitoring network, and other 

European institutions and programmes) which offer an excellent basis for the TA2020+. 

Improved strategic connectivity of these resources offers a unique opportunity to 

generate fresh momentum for the future Territorial Agenda, and to champion the 

territorial dimension of European policy making  

• Recent political interest in geographically targeted analysis for policy making has been 

highlighted through important topics such as “geographies of discontent”, inner 

peripheries, and places left behind. However, this analysis is too often confined to 

expert communities and not sufficiently embedded in policy debates – at all levels - 

about Europe’s future. The TA2020+ can offer a live framework for action in this 

context. 

 

In keeping with the spirit and momentum behind the expert deliberative process carried out in 

the ESPON ETRF project, especially through the role of the Strategic Advisory Forum, it is 

suggested that the process of drafting the TA2020+ should be based on an open 

participatory/consultation process. This could increase visibility and support for the value of 

territorially-focused analysis and policy making to address the opportunities and challenges 

facing Europe.  

 

The study identified three key challenges, with a territorial dimension, facing Europe, which can 

be summarised as: 



 

82 
ESPON / ETRF – A Territorial Reference Framework for Europe / Final Report 

• Fragmentation risks: social, economic and political fragmentation have profound 

spatial implications across neighbourhoods, cities, regions and countries, and demand 

spatially sensitive (and tailor made) policy responses. 

• Growing interdependencies: the positive and negative spill-overs and externalities of 

developments in one place imply effects in and on other places, and demand a wider 

geographical perspective of policy decisions.  

• Functional mismatch at all scales: the mismatch between the impacts of economic 

and societal developments and the geographical jurisdictions of decision making 

creates challenges of efficiency and legitimacy in political institutions and demands 

territorial governance reforms and/or more territorial cooperation at all scales and 

sectors.  

 

The study’s literature review supports the view that future trends will exacerbate the above-

noted challenges. This is likely to increase citizens’ perceptions of uncertainty and feelings of 

vulnerability, within an environment of so-called ‘pervasive uncertainty’. A significant component 

of the study analysed key, selected trends with strong territorial dimensions. Insights from this 

analysis include: 

 

• The post 2008 reversal of the economic growth and convergence process has seen 

Europe experiencing less growth than before, while disparities have increased. These 

disparities exist between regions in the same country, between urban and rural 

municipalities in the same region and between neighbourhoods in the same city. 

Disparities are income-based, but also relate to social and cultural diversity, as well as 

access to knowledge (e.g. digital exclusion). Our analysis points to a continuation of this 

trend at least during the next decade with growing evidence of a clear geographical 

dimension to disparities across Europe. Fragmentation can be detected in, for example,  

sparsely populated rural areas, industrial areas in decline and peripheral regions and 

countries. Improved analysis and evidence of the territorial dimension of these changes 

would support better policy making (at all scales and levels)  

• How different stakeholder groups respond to trends seems to be closely aligned to the 

three territorial challenges noted above. For example, the challenge of a ‘functional 

mismatch’ (between the impacts of economic and societal developments and the 

geographical jurisdictions of decision making) is manifested in poor / ineffectual 

governmental responses to issues such as cross-border flows (e.g. of people or 

finances). This also constrains the capacity of governments to anticipate risks and 

opportunities which, in turn, can be linked to citizens’ perceptions of governmental loss 

of ‘control’. The rise of nationalist and populist politics often takes root in places where 

this perceived loss of control is a strong or growing narrative. 

• European cities will most likely become more economically interconnected and 

interdependent, while at the same time they face risks of internal socioeconomic 
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fragmentation. Governance challenges may arise as a consequence. There is a need to 

better understand the longer-term dynamics of, and influences on, the changing nature 

of Europe’s urban geographies through aligning efforts across the EU to better 

understand how these geographies (and spillover effects) are evolving from a territorial 

perspective 

• Both the challenges and trends analysis noted above have significant implications for 

EU policy and funding. The European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) which 

represent the largest investment item of the EU Budget are a significant funding source, 

especially for the EU’s less developed regions and countries. However, their overall 

impact in promoting sustainable growth has been contested not least since the crisis 

period. This includes uncertainty concerning whether investment has supported their 

ambitions towards becoming more productive and competitive regional economies. In a 

context of growing disparities, the specific benefit of ESIF remains unclear. This 

underscores the need for improved territorial sensitivity in both generating relevant 

policy responses and in understanding the impact of policy responses  

 

The study’s significant focus on trends analysis through a territorial ‘lens’ identified that Europe 

is experiencing more political fragmentation and disintegration as well as more diversity, an 

increase in disparities and a more general growth in discontent (as manifested in a rise of 

nationalist and Eurosceptic politics, a fear of the impacts of globalisation and negative 

perceptions related to migration). The importance of these issues in influencing Europe’s future 

is gaining more attention. However the value of a more spatially-focused narrative has yet to 

gain any significant positioning in the wider debate about the future of Europe i.e. there is a gap 

between the EU’s recognised territorial challenges and the application of geographically 

focused solutions in addressing these challenges. 

 

A more placed-based and ‘bottom-up’ orientation offers a route to generating improved policy 

analysis and solutions. Too often, the future of Europe (and the EU’s post-2020 MFF) debates 

have a ‘top-down’ orientation, which overlook the everyday realities of citizens, towns and 

communities. The territorial deficit in the current debate will most likely impact on the direction of 

policy decisions, with a strong risk that the territorial dimension becomes further side-lined and 

overlooked in the contribution it can make to effective policy making. The report recognises that 

the TA 2020+ has an opportunity to fill this void and to facilitate a more strategic and 

coordinated approach to mainstreaming territorially-focused messaging at all levels across 

Europe.  

 

The study identified four future scenarios (muddling through, enabling cooperation, new 

territorialities and post-territorialities) which provided stimulus for a rich dialogue as part of the 

deliberative process underpinning the study’s method, as well as offering a strong focus for 

analysis. Scenarios are not considered alternatives, but “horizons” which offer possible 
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evolutions. Through the analysis, the scenarios focused on territorial governance and new 

political geographies, inspired by recent policy-oriented scenarios developed for Europe. 

 

From the period until 2050, the study proposes that Europe will traverse a pathway which is 

initially characterised by a muddling through orientation before shifting to an enabled 

cooperation setting. Econometric modelling was applied to these two scenarios with the aim of 

subjecting them to further scrutiny and to review possible evolutions / outcomes in relation to 

Europe’s territorial future. The “Muddling through” scenario is characterised by governments at 

all levels reacting to unpredictable changes and having limited capacity or consensus across 

countries to strengthen approaches to dealing with challenges or even crises. While this is likely 

to limit the extent to which strategic cooperation takes place, actions will be taken and 

commitments made to address some of the challenges linked to (for example) territorial 

fragmentation.   

 

In the longer-term (to 2050) there is scope for Europe to follow a more positive and cohesive 

pathway, leading to an environment of enabled cooperation underpinned by a more flexible 

process of integration. This outcome is based on Europe moving beyond existing approaches to 

cooperation (for example, as is currently seen in models and systems like Common markets 

and Custom Unions). Moving from “Muddling through” to enhanced cooperation implies that – 

over time – Europe sustains and strengthens multiple routes to territorial cooperation. This 

could see an acceleration of the uptake of key cooperation models – at all European levels and 

scales. Some of these approaches exist today, such as macro regional strategies and 

Integrated Territorial Investments. The strengthening of these tools will require to be driven by 

shared principles (such as self-governance and subsidiarity) and good quality of government 

and governance. 

 

The various sources of evidence gathering and analysis underpinning the study also pointed to 

the following key directions, which have important implications for Europe’s territorial future: 

• “New territorialities” will emerge with no / soft borders and with a stronger orientation 

towards networked organisational and governance structures. Over time, these 

structures are expected to replace hierarchical and silo-driven models of governance. 

• Increasingly, there will be pressure on Europe to reinvent democracy in the “society of 

networks”. Political legitimacy will be challenged by trends and outcomes which will ‘re-

shape’ the boundaries of Europe’s economic, social and territorial spaces. This, in turn, 

will challenge more traditional (and geographically-anchored) political principles 

attached to territoriality such as “national sovereignty”, “subsidiarity” and “local self-

governance”. 

• Navigating a pathway towards sustainable and successful cooperation across Europe 

will require a significant shift (in terms of commitment, investment and implementation) 

among governments at all scales in Europe. Not only could this improve efficiency in the 
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provision of public services but could also reinforce the legitimacy of democratic 

institutions and elected policy-makers. 

 

In advancing from theory to action, the report offers concrete proposals for the TA 2020+. It 

offers a framework for action, built on: (a) a Europe-wide effort to generate bottom-up territorial 

visions, and (b) a revitalised cooperation agenda – across people, policies and places. This 

implies a more holistic perspective of cooperation aims, approaches and configurations. This 

will require a combination of initiatives which are driven by ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ 

approaches to cooperation. This TA 2020+ should  be supported by an innovative policy 

framework which can incentivise engagement with activities, projects and initiatives to underpin 

a Europe-wide cooperation effort. An extensive range of examples are offered in the report’s 

annexes which describe how cooperation efforts can be mobilised at all European levels, and 

across different types of actors. Furthermore, these examples can play a role in addressing the 

key challenges which have been detailed in the report, through the use of new and existing 

European policy measures. 

 

The TA 2020+ should also focus on effective governance, both of its ‘internal’ support structures 

and in championing the need for reform of Europe’s governance frameworks to facilitate a 

stronger territorial dimension to policy making and implementation. 

 

This lies at the core of the ambition to bring the EU closer to its citizens. The TA 2020+ can play 

a significant role in driving the political leadership to underpin this effort.  
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Annex 9: Glossary 

Key Methodological Concepts 

Key challenges describe the most important challenges concerning the future of Europe. They are 
overarching structural challenges that concern the entire EU territory and need to be addressed at 
different levels, by all member states, regions and municipalities. 

Drivers describe key players or developments that brings a specific development forward. Drivers are – 
usually external forces for change that act as independent variables, often with great impact. 

Framework Conditions, set of exogenous trends, beyond the control of the policies or political actors 
being studied. 

Trends describe the general direction in which something is developing or changing. General direction 
in which something is developing or changing. Trends are measurable or observable transformation in a 
given system. They can have different magnitudes, time horizons, (territorial) implications. There are 
various ways to categorise and group trends, e.g. endogenous and exogenous trends, or societal, 
technological, economic, environmental and political trends. 

Scenarios are a plausible description of how the future might develop, based on a coherent and 
internally consistent set of assumptions (‘scenario logic’) about the key relationships and driving forces. 
They can help public sector executives to think in a disciplined way about the future when making public 
policy decisions. The method helps the decision-maker to consider the range of plausible futures, to 
articulate preferred visions of the future, to use what is learned during the scenario development 
process in the formal decision-making process to foster exceptional leadership. It also helps to stimulate 
creativity and to break from the conventional obsession with present and short-term problems. 

Policy Scenarios, when scenarios are constructed from alternative policy choices 

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. 

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.   

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

 

Key Concepts 

Amalgamation: is the process of combining or uniting multiple entities into one form (e.g. municipalities, 
regions…) 

Border: They are at once gateways and barriers to the "outside world", protective and imprisoning, 
areas of opportunity and/or insecurity, zones of contact and/or conflict, of co-operation and/or 
competition, of ambivalent identities and/or the aggressive assertion of difference (Anderson and 
O'Dowd, 1999). 

Enhanced cooperation: is a procedure where a minimum of 9 EU countries are allowed to establish 
advanced integration or cooperation in an area within EU structures but without the other EU countries 
being involved. This allows them to move at different speeds and towards different goals than those 
outside the enhanced cooperation areas. The procedure is designed to overcome paralysis, where a 
proposal is blocked by an individual country or a small group of countries who do not wish to be part of 
the initiative. It does not, however, allow for an extension of powers outside those permitted by the EU 
Treaties. Authorisation to proceed with the enhanced cooperation is granted by the Council, on a 
proposal from the Commission and after obtaining the consent of the European Parliament. As of 
February 2013, this procedure was being used in the fields of divorce law, and patents, and is approved 
for the field of a financial transaction tax. 

Liquid modernity: suggests a rapidly changing order that undermines all notions of durability. It implies 
a sense of rootlessness to all forms of social construction. In the field of development, such a concept 
challenges the meaning of modernization as an effort to establish long lasting structures (Bauman, 
2000). 

Network economy: is set of interconnected nodes such as stock exchange markets and their ancillary 
centers of advanced financial services in the network of global financial flows; political elites in political 
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networks, such as national councils of ministers and EU commissioners in the governance network of 
the European Union; broadcasting systems, studios, computer-aided communications, social network 
service providers in the global network of media, and so forth (Castells, 1996: 470). Networks are sets of 
interconnected nodes, which process financial and other value flows with the help of new technologies. 
They are self-configurable, complex structures of communication and power, which cooperate and 
compete internally and externally according to interests expressed within the nodes using ultimately a 
binary logic of inclusion/exclusion (Castells, 2004a; 2009). 

Place based: approach assumes that the interactions between institutions and geography are critical for 
development, and many of the clues for development policy lie in these interactions. In order to 
understand the likely impacts of a policy, the interactions between institutions and geography therefore 
require us to explicitly consider the specifics of the local and wider regional context. The place-based 
approach therefore favours multilevel governance processes where there is a cooperation among local, 
regional and state-level institutions through the policy process. The implications of which must be 
considered right at the beginning of the policy-design process (Barca & Rodriguez-Pose, 2012). 

Place sensitive: This term refers to an innovative, place-sensitive development policy approach that 
counters the potentially negative spiral of geographically restricted development in three ways. Its 
overall goal is for more and more regions to have non-routine (innovative) functions in their economic 
mix. We maintain that economic development policy should be both sensitive to the need for 
agglomeration and the need for it to occur in as many places as possible, because agglomeration can 
maximize the total future innovation output of the economy in the aggregate (Iammarino, Rodriguez-
Pose and Storper, 2018). 

Place: It reveals the external bonds of a person's existence, or a given community and is a profound 
and complex aspect of the experience of the world. The overwhelming majority of people, in advanced 
and traditional societies alike, live in places, and so they perceive their space as place-based. A place is 
a locale whose form, function, and meaning are self-contained within the boundaries of physical 
contiguity (Castells, 1996).There were places where things had been put because they had been 
violently displaced, and then on the contrary places where things found their natural ground and 
stability. It was this complete hierarchy, this opposition, this intersection of places that constituted what 
could very roughly be called the space of emplacement (Foucault, 1984).  

Places that do not matter: Places with poor development prospects and an increasing belief that these 
places have ‘no future’ have led many of these so-called ‘places that don’t matter’ to revolt against the 
status quo. The revolt has come via an unexpected source: the ballot-box in a wave of political populism 
with strong territorial, rather than social foundations (Rodríguez-Pose, 2017). 

Risk Society: is an inescapable structural condition of advanced industrialization. Risk and class 
positions overlap on a national and an international scale. The concept of risk is directly bound to the 
concept of reflexive modernization (Beck, 1992). 

Singular technology: is that point in time when all the advances in technology, particularly in artificial 
intelligence (AI), will lead to machines that are smarter than human beings (Kurzweil, 2001).  

Space: The space in which we live, which draws us out of ourselves, in which the erosion of our lives, 
our time and our history occurs, the space that claws and gnaws at us, is also, in itself, a heterogeneous 
space. In other words, we do not live in a kind of void, inside of which we could place individuals and 
things. We do not live inside a void that could be colored with diverse shades of light, we live inside a 
set of relations that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not 
superimposable on one another (Foucault, 1984).  

Sovereign: We are seeing processes of incipient denationalization of sovereignty – the partial 
detachment of sovereignty from the national state. The particular forms of power and legitimacy that we 
have associated with national sovereignty have been transformed, but only partly. The larger system of 
political and economic power that has evolved over the last decade has secured some forms of this 
power and legitimacy for its own purposes. It would seem that sovereign power remains the single most 
efficient way of securing legitimate authority, even when it entails overriding certain elements of national 
state sovereignty as is the case, for instance, with the World Trade Organization (WTO). Whether this 
denationalizing of sovereignty signals a destabilizing of the meaning, historically constructed, of 
sovereignty (see Weber, 1996) or a restabilising of a new meaning is still an open question for research 
and theorization. And whether this represents a reconfiguring of the inside–outside duality as analysed 
in Walker (1993) is a similarly open question” (Sassen, 2000). 

Space of flows: is a high-level cultural abstraction of space and time, and their dynamic interactions 
with digital age society. This concept was created to reconceptualise new forms of spatial arrangements 
under the new technological paradigm; a new type of space that allows distant synchronous, real-time 
interaction (Castells, 1996). 

Spatially blind: agglomeration and encouraging people mobility not only allows individuals to live where 
they expect to be better off, but also boosts individual incomes, productivity, knowledge, and aggregate 
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growth (World Bank, 2009). From this perspective, spatially-blind policies are also seen as “people-
based” policies, representing the best approach to deliver an improvement in people’s lives and to 
guarantee equal access to opportunities, regardless of where they live. The reason is that it is assumed 
that, by encouraging mobility, spatially-blind strategies ultimately lead to a more even geographical 
distribution of wealth and to the convergence of lagging areas (Barca & Rodriguez-Pose, 2012). 

Territorialism: is an approach under which bounded spaces – territories – are the objects of 
policymaking and planning. More generally, territorialism stands for macrosocial space being “wholly 
organized in terms of units such as districts, towns, provinces, countries and regions” (Scholte 2000:47). 
Each unit is conceived as “a rendering of ‘space’ as a political category: owned, distributed, mapped, 
calculated, bordered and controlled” (Elden 2010: 810). Like home owners, each unit is thus a sovereign 
authority wielding exclusive power over a homogenous territory (Perkmann 2007: 257) (Faludi, 2016). 

Territoriality: The theoretical and methodological challenge presented by the current phase of 
globalization is that the latter entails a transcending of exclusive national territoriality and of the inter-
state system, yet it is implanted in national territories and institutions. Hence globalization directly 
engages two marking features of much of social science: the nation-state as the unit of analysis and the 
implied correspondence of national territory and national exclusive territoriality (Sassen, 2000). 

Territory: is a space delimited by stable borders by fixed confines, at least when taken in its basic and 
common sense, which distinguish an inside from an outside and, in this way, set up at least two 
separated areas of reality: one inside the borders and one outside, this latter probably belonging to 
another territory (Aurora, 2014). 

Territorial Cooperation: It refers to different territories sharing common governance structures, plans 
and specific projects. The European Territorial Cooperation (ETC), better known as Interreg, promotes 
territorial cooperation in Europe.  The overarching objective of European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) is 
to promote a harmonious economic, social and territorial development of the Union as a whole. Interreg 
is built around three strands of cooperation: cross-border (Interreg A), transnational (Interreg B) and 
interregional (Interreg C). Cooperation is also embedded into many European policies. 

Territorial Cohesion: The Lisbon Treaty and the EU's new high-level strategy (Europe 2020) 
introduced a third dimension: territorial cohesion, which is further on developed in the Green Paper of 
Territorial Cohesion by EC/DGREGIO. It involves three main dimensions of concentration, connection 
and cooperation.  

Territorial Integration: The idea of territorial integration can be seen as a basic concept in the recent, 
loosely defined ‘neoregionalist’ approach to spatial policy and planning. One extreme in the utopia of 
territorial integration is the internally integrated ‘regional economy’, with its source in the ‘production 
complex’ outlines created by regional science. The chief empirical problem in this case has been the 
mutual incompatibility of the functional and administrative divisions into regions rather than the problems 
attached to the concept of ‘regional economy’ (Vartiainen, 1987). 
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Other concepts 

Note: References used for Foresight Glossary are Jackson (2011), Foresight Glossary and ETF (2014) 
Foresight guide. The definitions are selected and directly quoted from the mentioned sources. A brief 
guide to practical considerations on arranging suitable methodological frameworks is available at the 
FOR-LEARN website. The European Foresight Platform provides a more comprehensive overview on 
how to do foresight. For a critical evaluation about the challenges of selecting foresight methods, refer to 
Rafael Popper’s detailed study “how are foresight methods selected?” 

Diagnosis 

Diagnosis aims at understanding the current situation, or the identification of the nature and cause of a 
certain phenomenon. As it is often linked to the medical understanding of diagnosis, there is an element 
of understanding what the situation is, and comparing it to what it should be, i.e. identifying a problem 
and thus applying a clear judgment to the current situation. In that sense the diagnosis is often linked to 
identifying the needs of the concerned players. 

Disruptive events 

Disruptive events create a new situation and eventually disrupt existing patterns (e.g. societal or 
economic structures), displacing established structures and patterns. They are rather similar to wild 
cards, however, not necessarily as unexpected as disruptive events and can build up from seeds, via 
trends, to setting the new norm. Lately, this idea is also used in innovation theory, referring to disruptive 
innovation. 

Drivers 

Drivers are players or developments which bring a specific development forward. They are seen as the 
key facilitator for a development to continue. 

Drivers are underlying issues or trends that share a common theme and will “drive” future change. High-
level drivers include issues such as globalisation, demographic change and technology. Horizon 
scanning is often the largest source for the identification of drivers, which can then inform an overall 
outcome, such as a scenario. The technique of driver analysis determines which of the drivers are most 
critical for consideration for a given topic.  

Expert panel  

Uses a pre-determined group of experts and renowned people from outside the organisation 
(sometimes anonymously) to give feedback on issues.  

Forecasting 

Forecasting is the process of making predictions of the future based on past and present data and 
analysis of trends. Importantly, forecasting starts with thinking the future from where we are today (and 
how we have got here). Uncertainty is a central dimension of forecasting. It is generally considered good 
practice to indicate the degree of uncertainty attached to forecasts. Forecasting can build on quantitative 
modes, past data or elaborated macro-economic and agent-based models, as well as on qualitative 
techniques getting on board the insights of experts or a wider public (c.f. Randers, 2012). 

Foresight  

Foresight – also labelled as forward thinking – is widely understood as a future oriented approach 
characterised by (a) critical, lateral thinking concerning long-term developments, (b) large discussions 
creating wider participatory engagement (ranging from expert panels to crowed intelligence) and (c) 
shaping the future, especially by influencing public policy. JRC describes foresight as framework for a 
group of people concerned with common issues at stake (e.g., future of the European territory) to jointly 
think about the future in a structured and constructive way. Foresight provides a number of tools to 
support participants (i.e. policy makers, experts and other stakeholders) in structured forward thinking 
(Loveridge, 2009; K. Steinmüller & Steinmüller, 2006). 

Horizon scanning 

Horizon scanning is a technique for detecting early signs of potentially important developments through 
a systematic examination of potential threats and opportunities, with emphasis on new technology and 
its effects on the issue at hand. The method calls for determining what is constant, what changes, and 
what changes constantly. It explores novel and unexpected issues as well as persistent problems and 
trends, including matters at the margins of current thinking that challenge past assumptions. 

Interdependence 

A relationship of mutual reliance between two or more factors within a system such that changes in one 
area affect the other(s). 
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Issue 

An issue or challenge is the core problem that is being addressed by a foresight exercise; global 
warming would be an example. Not every foresight exercise primarily focuses on an issue. 

Method 

The method is a series of defined steps to reach a certain objective. In foresight the term ‘formal 
methods’ is used to distinguish methods that are established and described in the literature from 
‘informal methods’ that are used only once on the spot. 

Methodological framework 

The application of a single foresight method does not make a foresight exercise. Usually different 
methods are used to perform specific functions at different stages in the process. Furthermore, methods 
are combined with each other and tailored to perform these functions in an optimal way. This leads to a 
specific arrangement of methods within each exercise. ‘Methodological framework’ means the overall 
arrangement. 

Methodology 

Methodology is understood as the attitude towards knowledge generation that underlies any research 
activity. So, for example, ‘constructivism’, ‘empiricism’ or ‘positivism’ are defined methodological 
orientations. A certain methodological orientation will lead to a preference for certain methods (e.g. 
quantitative over qualitative ones). In foresight the methodology is rarely spelled out explicitly but often 
just tacitly assumed. Nevertheless, the question of methodology is important for foresight as it is 
especially critical to be clear about methodology when attempting to create an understanding of the 
future. For instance, some methodological considerations might give guidance on why participation is 
needed to state anything relevant about the future, or what it means to be an ‘expert’. 

Narrative inquiry  

A sense-making process based on stories and narratives provided by participants through interviews 
that help analysts identify key patterns, weak signals and key perspectives. It is based firmly in the 
premise that, as human beings, we come to understand and give meaning to our lives through story. 
Narrative inquirers strive to attend to the ways in which a story is constructed, for whom and why, as 
well as the cultural discourses that it draws upon. Narrative inquiry can be supplemented with sentiment 
analysis, which aims to determine the attitude of a storyteller. Sentiment analysis is common practice in 
the private sector to track an understand perceptions of an organisation or brand.  

Normative futures 

Refers to futures research which involves consideration of the desirability of the outcome and typically 
involves planning and proactive action to achieve more desirable outcomes. 

Participatory approach 

A participatory activity offers and encourages the participation of individuals and groups. Future-oriented 
activities can be considered participatory if: 

• they involve participants from at least two different stakeholder groups (e.g. researchers and business 
people; experts and policy makers; experts and lay people); 

• they disseminate their preliminary results (e.g. analyses, tentative conclusions and policy proposals) 
among interested non-participants, e.g. face to face at workshops, over the internet with free access for 
everyone, or in the form of printed documents, leaflets, newsletters; 

• they seek feedback from this wider circle (again, either face to face or in written form). 

Path dependency 

Describes the inclination to stick to past practice despite the availability of newer, more efficient 
practices as a result of cognitive biases such as risk aversion, or concerns over sunk costs. Designing 
contingency plans with ample space for flexibility can reduce the constraints of path dependency.  

Prognosis 

Prognosis (mainly a medical term) describes a forecast of the likely outcome of a situation. Prognosis is 
often the core of forecasting and future studies, though it is often either strongly focused on the medical 
prognosis understanding in terms of cause-effect relations, or rather imaginary, coming close to oracles, 
predictions and crystal ball gazing. Usually prognosis work is heavily expert-based and can apply a wide 
range of tools. 

Relevance Trees  
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A "relevance tree" is an analytic technique that subdivides a broad topic into increasingly smaller 
subtopics. The output is a pictorial representation with a hierarchical structure that shows how a given 
topic can be subdivided into increasingly finer levels of detail.  

Resilience 

A system’s ability to cope with and recover from shocks or disruptions, either by returning to the status 
quo or by transforming itself to adapt to the new reality. Resilient systems view change as inevitable and 
failure as opportunities to learn from. Social cohesion, trust in government and national pride can be 
indicators of resilience. 

Risk 

Issues which may develop, or which already exist that are difficult to quantify and may have a high 
potential impact. Issues marked by a high degree of uncertainty; even basic information, which would 
help adequately assess the frequency and severity of a given risk, is often lacking. Such risks can occur 
as a result of economic, technology, sector specific, social changes, etc. 

Roadmapping 

Roadmapping is an important tool for collaborative planning and coordination for corporations as well as 
for entire industries. It is a specific technique for technology planning, which fits within a more general 
set of planning activities. A roadmap is the document that is generated by the process. It identifies (for a 
set of product needs) the critical system requirements, the product and process performance targets, 
and the technology alternatives and milestones for meeting those targets. In effect, a technology 
roadmap identifies alternate technology “roads” for meeting certain performance objectives. 

Scenario planning / building  

Scenario planning is one of the most well-known and most cited technique for thinking about the future. 
Scenarios are stories (or narratives) set in the future that explore how the world would change if certain 
trends were to strengthen or diminish, or various events were to occur. Scenario planning does not 
attempt to predict what will happen, but through a formal process identifies a limited set of examples of 
possible futures that provide a valuable point of reference when evaluating current strategies or 
formulating new ones. This method questions assumptions about the future and creates confidence to 
act in a world of uncertainty.  

Scenarios 

Scenarios describe a plausible version of how the future might develop, based on a coherent and 
internally consistent set of assumptions (‘scenario logic’) about the key relationships and driving forces 
(based on Carpenter, Pingali, Bennett, & Zurek, 2005). The focus on scenario work is usually on 
alternative scenarios to underline the uncertainty of the future. Scenarios are most useful when 
considering whether policies or specific measures are fit for the future with regard to the territorial 
diversity of expected developments (Zillmer, Böhme, & Lüer, 2015). 

Seeds 

Seeds can be described as emerging trends, i.e. an element of currently marginal relevance which may 
grow over time. Seeds can give an indication of other possible directions. However, as they are only 
emerging, the full impacts are not yet to be predicted. Despite the uncertainty, seeds are important to be 
taken into account to explore possible future developments and changes in development directions. 

Strategy 

Strategy is a method or plan chosen to bring about a desired future, such as achievement of a longer-
term goal or solution to a problem, based on the most efficient and effective use of resources. 

System  

A set of elements or parts that is coherently organized and inter-connected in a pattern or structure that 
produces a characteristic set of behaviours, often classified as its "function" or "purpose". 

Systems thinking 

An analytical problem solving approach that looks at a system as a whole rather than in isolation, and 
that considers the interactions between various elements. The big-picture overview helps decision 
makers see linkages across different sections within the system and can foster collaboration and shared 
understanding within an organisation. Systems thinking also helps policymakers identify cause-effect 
relationships and how they might manifest in the larger system.  

Trend extrapolation 

Trend extrapolation is using the past and present to project likely tomorrows. 

Trend impact analysis  
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Trend impact analysis is a forecasting which examines the cause, nature, potential impact, likelihood 
and speed of arrival of an emerging issue of change. Some trends are relatively predictable like global 
population growth but most trend extrapolations deteriorate over time the further out the projection goes. 
TIA seeks to look at the envelope of possibilities that deviate from the expected norm.  

Trends 

Trends or development tendencies describe general directions in which something is developing or 
changing. 

Uncertainty 

State of having limited knowledge where it is impossible to exactly describe an existing state or future 
outcome, or more than one possible outcome. 

Unknown unknowns 

Issues and situations in organisations that have yet to surface and which are blind spots for planners 
who are unaware that they do not know about them.  

Visioning  

Visioning is method for determining a compelling vision of a preferred future. Visioning a desirable future 
is the first step in creating a powerful strategy to achieve a particular purpose. Clarifying a vision is one 
of the most powerful mechanisms for engaging a team, organisation or community and getting them 
excited to push forward into new territory. A successfully designed product, service or policy should 
intentionally impact the thoughts and behaviours of society and culture, and serve as an example of the 
mind-set and values of its creators. Creating that clear vision is a precursor to planning, and a key to 
creating the conditions to mobilise a group of collaborators around a common goal. Ultimately, it is not 
about creating my vision, but about creating a shared vision.  

Visions 

Visions describe a desirable picture of the future, based on a core set of ideas, values and principles. In 
an ideal case, visions are based on large participatory processes creating a large ownership of this 
shared picture of the desirable future. In some cases, also the terms ‘perspectives’ or ‘long-term 
strategies’ are used. These, however, have a stronger focus on the steps towards the desirable future, 
whereas visions often mainly describe the picture and not the path how to get there. Visions are most 
useful when discussing whether a policy or specific measure is likely to contribute to developments 
leading to desired territorial patterns in Europe (Zillmer et al., 2015). 
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