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Objectives of ESPON 2006 

• Diagnosis of the principal territorial trends at EU scale as well as potentials 
and imbalances within the European territory; 

• Impact analysis of EU policies and their influence on the territory and on 
cohesion; 

• European maps of major territorial structures and regional diversity within 
a wide range of themes important for the development of regions and 
larger territories; 

• Integrated, cross-sectoral analysis and spatial scenarios offering a 
European perspective on regions and larger territories and their 
development opportunities; 

• Indicators and typologies assisting a monitoring and setting of European 
priorities for a balanced and polycentric enlarged European territory; 

• Integrated tools and appropriate instruments (ESPON database, indicators, 
methodologies for territorial impact analysis and spatial analyses, 
mapping facilities) in order to improve the spatial co-ordination of sector 
policies 



The mission of the ESPON 2013 
Programme 

• “Support policy development in relation to the 
aim of territorial cohesion and a harmonious 
development of the European territory by  
– (1) providing comparable information, evidence, 

analyses and scenarios on territorial dynamics and 

– (2) revealing territorial capital and potentials for 
development of regions and larger territories 
contributing to European competitiveness, 
territorial cooperation and a sustainable and 
balanced development”. 



Impacts of the ESPON programmes? 

• General impacts are impossible to evaluate 



However, I would like to stress the 
following impacts: (1) 

– A decisive increase in the knowledge on the European 
territory, through descriptive geographical analysis of 
demographic, social, economic and environmental 
trends and problems. 

– A highlighting of the major threats and challenges for 
the  European territory 

– The launching innovative and courageous projects, 
like   
• implementing scenarios for the European territory;  
• the territorial  dimension of the knowledge economy,  
• new methods for a territorial  impact assessment. 
• However, ESPON has not yet seriously addressed the ’people’ 

versus ’place’ issue 

 



However, I would like to stress the 
following impacts: (2) 

• The development of applied policy relevant research 
projects with implications for European policy makers. 

• The stimulation of cooperation and network building among 
European regional scientists 

• The bringing together of scientists and policy makers, 
and letting them learn how to work together. 

• The work on developing Europe-wide databases with spatial 
data, in particular for functional regions –  
• However, this has not been done professionally enough. Spatial data 

for the US is still far better. 

• The ambitious diffusion activities 

 



Weaknesses of ESPON (1) 

• The tendency is to describe the spatial phenomena from a 
mere geographical  point of view, with no strong ex ante 
expectations: most of the projects are descriptive rather 
than analytical and interpretative. 

• The scientific methodological and conceptual tools of 
regional science  are not really exploited. In particular, the 
increasing power of econometrics to identify causal 
processes has been almost entirely neglected.  

• A wider application of the regional science ‘tool box’ would 
provide  
– more insights in the regional development processes in Europe, 

and  
– much stronger influence on the policy makers at different 

spatial levels in Europe. 



Weaknesses of ESPON (2) 

• Economic aspects and problems are less 
preferred than geographic, social and 
environmental aspects. This is a pity given the 
prominent role of economic factors on 
territorial development. 

• Limited impact in the regional science arena in 
Europe and internationally. 



The scientific impacts of the ESPON 
programmes 

• The ESPON programmes seem to put too little emphasis on  
– the development of regional science theory and methods, and 
– the training of, in particular, young regional scientists 

• Theory, methods and empirical analysis must be developed 
in parallel 

• European universities generally offer too little regional 
science training at both the undergraduate and the 
graduate level 

• There exist surprisingly few ‘ESPON publications’ in the 
leading regional science journals 

• This is in particular true for the high-impact regional 
science journals 



Journal name + ESPON (Google 
Scholar)  

Rank Journal Impact 
factor 

Number 
of hits 

1 Economic Geography 3.39 2 

2 Journal of Economic Geography 2.60 2 

3 Journal of Regional Science 2.28 4 

4 Journal of Urban Economics 1.91 1 

5 Cambridge Journal of Regional Economic Society 1.76 0 

6 Environment and Planning A 1.63 4 

7 Papers in Regional Science 1.54 2 

8 Urban Studies 1.49 15 

9 Regional Studies 1.47 29 



Journal name + ESPON (Google 
Scholar)  

Rank Journal Impact 
factor 

Number 
of hits 

10 Spatial Economic Analysis 1.38 2 

11 Journal of Geographical Systems 1.37 0 

12 International Regional Science Review 1.26 2 

13 Regional Science and Urban Economics 1.23 1 

14 Environment and Planning B 1.08 6 

15 Environment and Planning C 1.02 6 

16 Annals of Regional Science 0.91 7 

17 Tijdschrift voor Economishe en Sociale Geographie 0.75 6 

18 European Planning Studies 0.56 73 



ESPON must put much higher 
emphasis on (1) 

• Scientific excellence 
• Evaluating ESPON research using Web of Science (ICI) 
• Creating research and project teams based upon proven scientific 

excellence 
• Publication in leading regional science journals (quality control!) 
• Training young European regional scientists, not least from Eastern 

Europe, at summer schools, etc., in  
– regional science theory, analysis and empirical methods, and 
– regional policy evaluations (ex ante and ex post) 

• Supporting Europe-wide PhD programs in regional science 
• Stimulating the development of regional science theory and 

methods in Europe 



An observation 

• All too much regional science research in Europe uses 
data for administrative regions NUTS 1, 2, 3, etc. 

• The natural unit for much (most?) regional research is 
the functional economic region, which contains 
– an integrated labour market, 

– an integrated housing market, 

– an integrated service market for households and firms,  

– a home market for firms, and 

– the whole market for most of the firms in the region  

• One should here compare with the wide use of MSA 
data for spatial research in the USA! 



ESPON must put much higher 
emphasis on (2) 

• The delineation of functional economic regions, i.e. labour market 
regions, and neighbourhoods in Europe 
– We urgently need common European definitions of 

• functional economic regions, and 
• neighbourhoods (that goes beyond the smallest administrative units in the 

different countries)    

• Developing longitudinal micro level databases for functional regions 
and neighbourhoods with data about firms, households, housing, 
employment by industry, occupation and education, soft and hard 
infrastructures, R&D, higher education, exports, imports, migration, 
FDIs, etc.  

• Stimulating research using data for  
– functional economic regions, and 
– neighbourhoods 

 
 



One more observation 

• Rather few ESPON projects target the cities 
and, in particular, the larger cities in Europe 

• This is surprising given the role of cities and, in 
particular, larger cities for generating, value 
added, economic growth, innovations, 
entrepreneurship and experiences 

• The future competitiveness of Europe is to a 
high extent a function of the competitiveness 
of its larger cities  



ESPON must put much higher 
emphasis on (3) 

• Research about the functional urban regions 
and, in particular, the larger functional urban 
regions in Europe: 
– How their future growth can be secured 

– How they will be affected by ageing populations 

– How they will be affected by declining populations 
at the national level 

– How to understand the societal inequalities 
generating segregation in urban regions and what 
policies that can tackle the causes  



ESPON must put much higher 
emphasis on (4) 

• Cooperation with regional science 
organisations, such as ERSA, AESOP, Urban 
Economic Association, etc. in terms of, e.g., 

– Diffusion activities (congresses, workshops, 
seminars, etc.) 

– Training of young regional scientists 

– Research and regional policy evaluations  



ESPON must put much less emphasis 
on 

• Restricting research and on what can be done or not done 
in different projects in terms of theoretical approaches, 
data, geographical units, methods, etc., since it stifles 
innovation in research and academic freedom 

• Comparative case studies with a limited number of cases in 
favour of general studies 

• Production of maps – maps are one-dimensional 
descriptions, provide no causal explanations and the spatial 
scale is often difficult to comprehend for non-specialists 

• Studies using data for NUTS-regions in favour of studies 
using data for functional regions and neighbourhoods:  
– e.g. the within variation in NUTS 2 regions is often much larger 

than the between variation of the NUTS 2 regions 



Thank you for listening! 
Questions? 


