
 

Proposal for an ESPON 2030 Programme Thematic Action Plan 
(TAP) on  

‘European territories in global interactions’ 
 

INPUT PAPER FOR PUBLIC CONSULTATION 

 

1. The understanding   

The TAP captures economic relations and industrial collaboration of European cities and regions with 
the rest of the world. Economic relations include trade of goods and services, credit and debit, 
development aid, workers’ remittances and also Foreign Direct Investment and portfolio investment. 
Industrial collaboration has no immediate impact on the regions’ income but result in knowledge 
exchange, joint ownership of intangible assets and labour force movements. Global interactions 
increase the total factor productivity of regional economies though transfer of knowhow, innovation 
diffusion and spill-over effects. In this context, the TAP is addressing an important source of economic 
growth and creates an intersection of international, innovation and regional economics. Consequently, 
this TAP pursues a unique niche for ESPON, in particular, and for the field of regional studies in 
general,  adding new value to evidence-based territorial policymaking as global interactions monitored 
to such extent are typically a blind spot in regional statistics while having a significant impact on 
regional economic performance.  

The objective of this TAP is twofold: 1) to bring unique insights on economic relations and industrial 
collaboration at subnational level (i.e. the ESPON niche) and 2) to investigate the causal relationship 
between global interactions, regional policies and the regional economic performance, the latter 
expressed as regional competitiveness and innovation (i.e. the policy usefulness). The TAP does not 
exclude transactions and collaboration within the Single Market, on the contrary, it expands single-
market observations to a global dimension. 

The TAP covers a panoply of interactions, which jointly form the productive capabilities of regions. It 
draws on a good practice of ESPON IRIE (ESPON 2022) examining simultaneously different types of 
global interactions and policies, and structuring them in causal relationship. Increasing the breadth 
and depth of the analyses of global interactions while avoiding empirical fragmentation, the TAP is 
proposed to be organised in multiple interlinked research activities, which culminate in one inferential 
research dedicated to the effect of global interactions on regional economic performance, moderated 
by local policies. 

Proposed sequential and logical organisation of the TAP capacities: 

• Developing a methodological concept based on which, the subsequent empirical activities can 
be carried out, e.g. on modelling economic performance as a consequence of global 
interactions. Links with the input-output modelling of the JRC can be explored at this stage. 



 

• Capacity for analysing simultaneously all global transactions shaping the net income of 
European regions (i.e. balance of trade, net factor income from dividends and interest, net 
development aid and remittances). The purpose is to detect the spatial asymmetries and 
trends, revealing where in the world and how much European regions spend and earn.  

• Capacity for examining capital ownership of European regions. Capitalising on the ESPON 
Foreign Direct Investment project (ESPON 2020) and ESPON IRIE (2022), the purpose is to 
update the evidence and add new one on portfolio investments, examining not only inward 
investment but also the global distribution of foreign capital ownership, which yields dividend 
flows to European regions.  

• Capacity for examining industrial collaboration of European regions. 

• Capacity for analysing the ‘glocal’ effect of global interactions on regional economic 
performance, moderated by local policies.  

• Capacity for on-demand projects opening opportunities to investigate specific regional 
interests in specific interactions outside the single market, e.g. the outermost regions, 
interactions with the UK, Iberian links with South America or the Neighbourhood Instrument 
and activities of the NEXT programmes. 

In order to make the research activities interconnectable, the units of analysis and the time period 
covered are proposed to be the same for all research projects (an exception is a potential on-demand 
activity). The spatial coverage is the entire ESPON space.  

The TAP is predictive in nature (ex-ante), rather than evaluative (ex-post). Predictive modelling requires 
empirical work based on observations, so as to estimate the effects of changes in global interactions 
on regional competitiveness and innovation on the ground. Expert judgement on future developments 
remains an important layer adjusting the predictive character of the studies within the TAP while 
retaining a robust evidence-based framework. Hence, strategic foresight conducted by other 
organisations will benefit from a robust body of evidence that is reliable (reference source for other 
organisations studying global interactions), normative (providing clear guidance for policymaking) and 
unique (spatially disentangling national and European trade and industrial policies to inform the 
regions). 

The TAP has a clearly-defined mission, distancing it from other ESPON 2030 TAPs - notably the one on 
resilience to crises. It is concentrated on global interactions in relations to the balance of payments, i.e 
trade and capital ownership as well as industrial collaboration. Interactions of higher-order nature, 
such as security, development aid and foreign policy, green diplomacy and migration in particular, will 
not be captured by this TAP.   

The reason is twofold. Firstly, higher-order policies are affecting trade, capital ownership and industrial 
collaboration, which in turn, affect regional competitiveness and innovation. The TAP seeks the closest 
path to understanding the effect of global interactions on the regional economies so as to inform 
regional policymakers on the active role they  can play within given structural frameworks. Secondly, 
the TAP is limited in time and budget and needs a clearly defined mission so as to extract the best 
policy value.  



 

The implementation of the TAP will seek close cooperation with the EU Committee of the Regions, 
OECD and the EU Joint Research Centre. While naturally appealing to regions having a key role in 
international trade (e.g. port cities), the TAP is designed to inform all types of territories.  

 

 

2. The policy setting  

The effects of global interactions on European regions remain mostly outside the analytical radar of 
regional policies. Economic transactions captured in the balance of payments are legislated at EU level 
and monitored at national level, suggesting an unintended fence for  subnational policymakers. 
However, it is the economic structure of cities and regions that determines the outputs revealed by 
national accounts. Pursuing policy objective 1 ‘smarter Europe’ of the Cohesion Policy 21-27, regional 
policymakers are inevitably confronted with the need to comprehend and adjust the economic 
‘whereabouts’ of their regions, expressed by economic competitiveness and innovation potential. This, 
in turn, requires systematic observations of the global outward in inward movements of tangible and 
intangible assets, engendering a new evidence need to monitor the current and capital accounts at 
subnational level. 

The TAP is a direct support to PO ‘smarter Europe’, in particular to the specific objective on  developing 
skills for smart specialisation, industrial transition and entrepreneurship and the enabling condition 
‘good governance of national or regional smart specialisation strategy’. The methodological 
background of smart specialization is closely linked with economic concepts of competitiveness and 
innovation potential, which take into account global trade flow data and other transactions including 
FDI. Providing evidence on regional economic competitiveness for the entire ESPON space, respecting 
global economic transactions and industrial collaboration is a very powerful policy instrument as 
knowledge on economic competitiveness can predict future economic growth and income inequalities. 
In this context, the TAP is well positioned to inform regions and member states throughout their 
implementation of PO ‘smarter Europe’, paving the way for the desired enabling condition.  

While Cohesion Policy remains the primary target of this TAP, the evidence produced will have 
important side effects for EU trade policy complementing, among others, the EU foreign investment 
screening mechanism of DG Trade but also other EU policy domains including the EU industrial 
strategy, the Enterprise Europe Network (DG Grow) and Horizon Europe (DG RTD).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3. The challenges, trends and drivers behind  

 

Policy driver: 

Traditionally, both global transactions and changes in the ownership of European capital assets have 
been bringing observable positive effects on European territories, which is also captured by a wealth 
of territorial evidence. In this context, the moderating effect of structural policies are expected to 
significantly increase the positive effects of global interactions on economic performance when aided 
by evidence-informed changes in institutional quality and global openness.  

On the other hand, the currently awakening vigilance in trade, energy and foreign policy can equally 
benefit from a fine-grained territorial analyses of economic transactions between EU regions and the 
rest of the world. The consequences of the China-CEEC cooperation network shows that EU Cohesion 
Policy cannot ignore global interaction of regions and member states. Moreover, the EU Global 
Gateway strategy heralds in a paradigm shift in the global interactions of EU based on sustainability 
and values.  

Economic shocks and paradigm shifts in trade, foreign and security policy are inevitably going to 
induce changes in transactions, ownership and collaboration. These changes, however, are going to be 
spatially asymmetric: the lower the degree of economic competitiveness of a region, the higher the 
damage of sharp decline in global interactions. This aspect is another argument solidifying the role of 
this TAP in PO ‘smarter Europe’ of the Cohesion Policy.  

The TAP needs to take into consideration major recent causes for changes in global interactions, 
notably the economic shocks emanating from BREXIT, the pandemic and global security uncertainties, 
which manifest in severe supply chain disruptions for commodities, energy and food. Moreover, global 
tendencies in monetary and fiscal policies as well as policy signals of deglobalisation, which are 
compounding the long-term effects of the shocks in the context of declining innovation diffusion, spill-
over effects and consequently total factor productivity, shall not remain neglected.   

 

Research driver: 

The breadth of global interactions has been observed to result in fragmentation of evidence as no 
single research project can realistically integrate all these aspects. Consequently, extant evidence for 
regional policymaking is thematically isolated (e.g. ESPON FDI) or spatially constrained (e.g. ESPON 
ITAN). This TAP allows for a comprehensive picture of global interactions and an estimation of their net 
effect on the competitiveness and innovation potential of European regions.   

The TAP is well-positioned to seek synergies with key stakeholders such as the Joint Research Centre, 
and in the spirit of its policy mission, with the Harvard Growth Lab in relation to the methodologies for 
monitoring economic competitiveness.  Among the methods that gain traction recently and could be 
considered in the TAP is Economic Complexity. This empirical method was developed by using 
international trade flows data, and measures the economic diversity of countries, i.e. the number of 
exported products with revealed comparative advantage as well as the ubiquity of the specific 
products, i.e. the number of countries that export that product. An economic complexity index was 



 

developed by the MIT Media Lab and the Harvard University's Kennedy School of Government, the 
latter responsible also for the theoretical foundations of the EU smart specialisation strategies. 
Economic complexity is mainly applied at national level but recent studies (Joint Research Centre, 
Sustainability Journal) apply it at subnational level of selected EU member states. Yet, there is still a 
significant spatial gap in the full picture of regional economic complexity of EU regions.  

 

 

Policy needs: 

• How to address the asymmetric territorial impact of global economic shocks  and  
(de-)globalisation? 

• How to connect different types of regions with the global investment flows, value chains 
and the international networks of innovation? 

• How to support regions and cities in contributing to European strategic autonomy? 

• Are there any knowledge gap that prevent you from delivering a more effective policy 
response in addressing the above?  

• What is the character of those knowledge gaps? Do they result from difficulty in 
understanding the territorial development trends and challenges? Or, from lack of access 
to good practice on how similar places in Europe have dealt with those trends and 
challenges through the use of projects or policy instruments? 

• Would ESPON be a right instrument to address those knowledge gaps? Why and in what 
way? 

• What would then be your specific evidence and knowledge needs for better capacity 
development in policymaking that ESPON could address? 

 

Research support:  

• Where do you see the role of ESPON in monitoring global interactions? Are there 
particular niches in the contexts of regional-level evidence on transactions, changes in 
capital ownership and industrial collaboration? 

• Where do you see the role of ESPON in relation to new methodologies applied to predict 
regional growth?  


