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Abstract 
The fact that they have created the European Union (EU) notwithstanding, Member 
States are suspicious of, and even hostile to it. This creates a dynamic that is often 
puzzling, and this is also true for spatial planning. The latter is not a competence of 
the European Community, but there is the inter-governmental European Spatial De-
velopment Perspective (ESDP) and INTERREG. Also, in this framework, the Euro-
pean Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON) has been set up with the pur-
pose of providing an analytical base for following through on the ESDP agenda. 
Meanwhile, the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe has identified territorial 
cohesion as an objective of the Union and a competence shared with the Member 
States. While waiting for its ratification, the European Commission formulated its 
proposals for cohesion policy for 2007-2013. Against this backdrop, Member States 
resumed their initiative to give them a presence in a future territorial cohesion policy 
led by the Commission. In the changed circumstances after the French and Dutch ‘no’ 
to the Constitution, their ‘Territorial Agenda for the European Union’, due to be 
adopted in May 2007, will be even more significant. The Slovenian Presidency of 
2008 may put this document before the European Council, which would be the first 
time that territorial issues had been discussed at this level. 
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The fact that they themselves have created the European Union (EU) does not prevent 
the Member States from nurturing misgivings about European integration. This makes 
for an institutional dynamic that is often puzzling – with the present ‘reflection pe-
riod’ in the wake of the rejection of the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe 
at the hands of French and Dutch voters only the latest in a series of crises that the EU 
seems to periodically go through. In this complex field the EU has to keep on operat-
ing. Complexity has also been a salient feature of the process of making the European 
Spatial Development Perspective, or ESDP (CEC 1999). Arguably, the ESDP antici-
pated the agenda centred on the need to strengthen Europe’s competitiveness adopted 
one year later at Lisbon in 2000 and reaffirmed in 2005. Being in the service of the 
‘Growth and Jobs’ agenda, EU cohesion policy – and with it whatever territorial co-
hesion policy there is or will be – has to square the circle of pursing Europe’s com-
petitiveness while at the same time compensating peripheral, or even ‘ultra-
peripheral’ areas or areas suffering from geographical handicaps as well as others that 
are undergoing industrial restructuring. The very concept of territorial cohesion is thus 
complex, not to say ambivalent (Faludi 2005; forthcoming a). Nevertheless, for rea-
sons to be outlined further below, the current label under which the ESDP agenda is 
being pursued is that of territorial cohesion. Materially though, the agenda has not 
changed much since the completion of the ESDP when it defined polycentrism and 
urban-rural partnership, parity of access to infrastructure and knowledge and sustain-
able development and the protection of natural and cultural heritage as the three 
‘spheres of activity’ making up the European spatial planning agenda (CEC 1999, 11). 
This agenda is being pursued along various avenues. Originally, of course, it related 
to the EU15. For this and other reasons, like its weak analytical base, the makers of 
the ESDP have always assumed that the document would be revised. The European 
Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON) was thus set up for the express pur-
pose of providing a base for this follow-up. In addition, there is the Community Initia-
tive INTERREG, one strand of which specifically relates to the ESDP agenda.  
 
Presently, the Commission is trying to salvage territorial cohesion policy, formulating 
requirements for the National Strategic Reference Frameworks and in particular for 
the Operational Programmes being produced under the brand new structural funds 
regulations. Against this backdrop, the Member States resumed their initiative. Origi-
nally this was meant to give them a presence in a future territorial cohesion policy led 
by the Commission. In the changed circumstances after the French and Dutch ‘no’ to 
the Constitution, the ‘Territorial Agenda for the European Union’ due to be completed 
in May 2007 will be significant. The idea is that the Slovenian Presidency of 2008 
will put this document on the agenda of the European Council. The respective initia-
tives of the Commission and the Member States form parallel avenues for pursuing 
the ESDP agenda. One thing seems certain though: there will not be a renewed ESDP. 
Before disentangling these various strands it seems apposite then to explain the ap-
proach of this work. 
 
This approach has been the standard one in qualitative research: assimilating pub-
lished as well as unpublished sources and holding interviews with the soldiers in the 
European planning trenches. This kind of research implies however more than just the 
collection of information. One needs to interpret the strategies of various actors in 
terms of their ‘opportunity structures’, shaped as they are by organisational cultures, 
institutions and positions. The resulting account of the complex processes going on 
should ring true for the participants and in this sense represent an inter-subjective ac-
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count of European spatial planning. Apparently, a previous work co-authored by the 
present author (Faludi, Waterhout 2002) has succeeded in achieving this aim, and 
much of his work since, including the present paper, has taken the story further to-
wards the dawn of a new programming period – but note that there have also been at-
tempts to position European spatial planning against the backdrop of theoretical de-
bates about European integration (Faludi 2002a). 
 
In addition to undertaking, the author has interacted with other academic observers of 
European planning. Vehicles have been joint projects, including the editing or co-
editing of special issues (Faludi, Zonneveld 1997; Zonneveld, Faludi 1997; Böhme, 
Faludi 2000; Faludi 2001; 2003; 2005; 2006; Priemus, Zonneveld, Faludi 2004; Janin-
Rivolin, Faludi 2005) and books (Faludi 2002b; forthcoming a). The other authors 
involved come from all corners of Europe, mostly, but not exclusively, the EU15. 
This is so for the simple reason that European planning is an idea that was hatched 
long before the recent enlargement. As indicated, the first major contribution to this 
agenda from a new Member State will come in 2008.  
 
Also, the author has been a convenor, since the late-1990s, of a track of the annual 
congress of the Association of European Schools of Planning (AESOP) dedicated to 
European and transnational planning which has become a meeting place for interested 
academic researchers.  
 
A welcome side-effect of engaging in discussions about European planning has been 
that the author has become more knowledgeable of European integration generally, 
becoming enthusiastic, not about a federal Europe – wrongly seen by many as the ob-
vious alternative to Member States calling the shots – but about the EU as a ‘learning 
machine’ (Faludi forthcoming b). Its current crisis notwithstanding, European integra-
tion needs to proceed along its uncertain path, pursuing what Beck (2006) describes as 
the ‘cosmopolitan project’ of Europe.  

The ambitions of this paper are more modest though than exploring such avenues. The 
paper engages neither in any kind of causal analysis of the processes taking place nor 
in a holistic interpretation of European spatial planning in the 2000s. A ‘thick’ de-
scription of what is going on, giving an orientation to whoever is interested in the 
short- and medium term future of European planning is all that the paper aims for. For 
this purpose, the paper briefly discusses the formal issue of whether the EU has a 
competence in spatial planning. It then identifies various follow-ups to the ESDP. It 
thus homes in on the new objective of cohesion policy, European territorial co-
operation, as the chief vehicle for these follow ups beyond 2006. The paper ends by 
discussing the initiative of the Member States to formulate the ‘Territorial Agenda for 
the European Union’. The conclusions expand upon the expected significance of this 
initiative for cohesion policy generally. 

The formal issue 
It is generally claimed that spatial planning is not a competence of the EU. Indeed, it 
is not to be found in the EU treaties, but what is often overlooked is that, other than 
the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe, about which more below, the exist-
ing EU treaties, in particular the Treaty establishing the European Community (Offi-
cial Journal 2002) do not talk about competences. Rather, the definition of compe-
tences is a new element in the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe. What the 
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current treaties do is stipulate objectives, and it is for the EU institutions to then out-
line the measures needed to achieve them. In the past, major, and now well-
established areas of EU policy, like regional and environmental policy, have been 
opened up long before being formalised by including specific titles in the Single 
European Act. There would have been nothing to prevent spatial planning from taking 
the same path – except that in the 1990s, and thus post-Maastricht when weariness 
about European integration had set in – there was no agreement on the matter. So the 
competence issue was not a legal but a political issue.    
 
Had there been agreement, it would have been possible to bring spatial planning under 
the umbrella of what is called the ‘Community method’. If so, then the Commission 
could have taken initiatives for the Council of Ministers and for the European Parlia-
ment to approve under what is called ‘co-decision-making’. Since this was not, how-
ever, the case, the ESDP was prepared by an ad-hoc ‘Committee on Spatial Develop-
ment’ operating under the authority of the ministers responsible for spatial planning of 
the Member States of the EU12, and later EU15. The meetings of ministers sometimes 
styled, somewhat incongruously, as informal councils – a designation normally re-
served for formations of the Council of Ministers meeting outside the official Council 
seats at Brussels or Luxembourg and thus unable to take formal decisions – had no 
status and could not, indeed did not wish to, impose anything on anybody. Signifi-
cantly, the ESDP was thus never officially adopted. The German Presidency at the 
final meeting at Potsdam where the document was presented merely noted that the 
political discussions of ministers on the issues covered had come to an end.  
 
The reason why the ESDP was kept informal was to keep it out of the clutches of the 
Commission. At the same time it is impossible to ignore the Commission’s commit-
ment to the intergovernmental ESDP. However, this did not represent a considered 
and entrenched body of opinion within the Commission, let alone a policy that has 
ever been on the table of the College of Commissioners. Rather, where it says ‘Com-
mission’, the paper is actually referring to a handful of officials at the Directorate-
General Regional Policy involved in the process. Their commitment to the substantive 
policies notwithstanding, their reason for being sympathetic to the ESDP seems to 
have had a bureaupolitical raison d’ être.  They must have assumed that in the full-
ness of time responsibility for European spatial planning would come their way. In 
fact, and not unreasonably, the Commissioner for regional policy at the time argued 
before the ministers of spatial planning at their informal meeting in Madrid in 1995 
that a mandate for spatial planning was implied in the twin treaty objective of eco-
nomic and social cohesion. This came to nothing, but at least there was sufficient 
momentum for completing the ESDP, and the Commission continued to support this 
intergovernmental process (Faludi and Waterhout 2002).  
 
No sooner than the ESDP was on the books, the Commission moved the agenda to a 
newly established sub-committee of the Committee on the Development and Conver-
sion of Regions established under the regulations for the Structural Funds 2000-2006. 
It went by the name of ‘Spatial and Urban Development’ (SUD) and – other than with 
the Committee on Spatial Development – was chaired by a Commission representa-
tive. Some of the members were veterans of the ESDP process.  
Not only had the ESDP machinery thus been dismantled – this being one of the rea-
sons why the document has not been updated to take account of enlargement – the 
Commission embraced a new discourse. This was under a new Commissioner for re-
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gional policy, the Frenchman Michel Barnier. Barnier embraced arguments advanced 
by French regional lobbies that there was a need to attend to territorial in addition to 
economic and social cohesion, the reason being to defend the position of so-called 
services of general interest against the onslaught of free-market ideologues. Barnier 
represented the Commission on the Presidium of the Convention on the Future of 
Europe. The Convention’s proposal for a Treaty establishing a Constitution for 
Europe identifies ‘territorial cohesion’ as an objective of the Union and a competence 
shared with the Member States. The version of the treaty adopted (at the second at-
tempt) on 18 June 2004 and duly signed by the heads of state and government at a 
ceremony in Rome on 29 October 2004 incorporates this proposal. However, as is 
well known, French and Dutch voters opposing the ratification of the Constitution by 
a handsome margin have dealt the Constitutional Treaty a blow.  

Had the Constitution been ratified, the Commission would undoubtedly have taken 
the initiative as regards territorial cohesion policy. In fact, only days before the French 
referendum, at an informal ministerial meeting, about which more below, in Luxem-
bourg in May 2005 the Commission representative announced that there would be a 
White Paper on territorial cohesion. He would not have done so without at least an 
outline of such a White Paper having been discussed at higher levels within the 
Commission. Now, of course, whatever its shape, that outline is gathering dust on the 
shelves. For some time to come territorial cohesion policy will have to continue with-
out a clear mandate. 

What comes next in terms of the constitutional quagmire is anyone’s guess. Lea 
(2005, 67) sees policy-making going ahead as if the Constitution had been ratified, 
showing the European elites’ casually ignoring the will of the electorates. Is this true 
for territorial cohesion policy? Under the new Commissioner for regional policy, Da-
nuta Hübner from Poland, the Commission appears to be soft-pedalling on territorial 
cohesion. However, various processes have already been set in motion, and so, albeit 
under a different label, on the shop floor the agenda is being followed through.  

Follow-ups 
Firstly we have INTERREG, a Community Initiative under the Commission’s control, 
one strand of which (INTERREG IIC) was devoted to transnational planning in the 
period 1996-1999. This strand continued under the flag of ‘transnational co-
operation’, code-named INTERREG IIIB, which came into operation in 2000 and will 
end in 2006. Under INTERREG IIC/IIIB, hundreds of collaborative, hands-on exer-
cises were co-financed by the EU, with, according to Müller et al. (2005, 1), more 
than ten thousand people involved. This must have had a diffuse effect in terms of the 
Europeanisation of state, regional and urban planning as intended by the makers of the 
ESDP (CEC 1999, 45).  
 
There is also the European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON) set up 
originally to provide the analytical base for amplifying the ESDP agenda. The ESDP 
itself did not have such a base to draw on, at least not one that was consistent across 
the Member States. Indeed, for a long time, the makers of the ESDP were hoping for 
ESPON to be set up in time for results to feed into their final document. This was 
however an idle hope because the Commission argued that the lack of a specific com-
petence in this field – always stressed by the Member States when it came to keeping 
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the Commission at bay – made it impossible to allocate a budget line for co-financing 
a permanent research network.  
 
The Commission financed a two-year experimental Study Programme for European 
Spatial Planning instead. The evaluation was positive, and so ESPON got off the 
ground in 2002. It covers the territory of the EU as presently constituted, in addition 
to that of the two new members that will join on 1 January 2007 plus Norway and 
Switzerland. As such, ESPON proudly speaks of the ‘EU29’. ESPON 2006 is due to 
draw to a close at the end of the present programming period, but the reader should 
note that it will continue as ‘ESPON 2013’ to operate as a ‘European observation 
network for territorial development and cohesion’. Co-ordinated by a small unit situ-
ated in Luxembourg, ESPON is pursuing many relevant themes and brings together 
hundreds of researchers doing innovative work.  
 
In addition, even while there was still the prospect of the Constitutional Treaty being 
ratified, the Commission proposed in the context of EU Cohesion Policy for 2007-
2013 – the next programming period – to pursue ‘territorial co-operation’ as its third 
objective. This amounts to ‘mainstreaming’ the Community Initiative INTERREG 
(and also URBAN), thereby putting it on a more secure footing. It seems that this ob-
jective was also intended to provide a vehicle for an interim territorial cohesion policy 
preparing the ground for a more favourable situation after ratification of the Constitu-
tion. This would explain the substantial funding foreseen under this title for ‘structur-
ing projects’. However, funding for territorial co-operation has been heavily curtailed 
during the negotiations over the ‘Financial Framework 2007-2013’, making the fi-
nancing of structural projects illusory.  
 
There is a less obvious option for pursuing an implicit territorial cohesion policy even 
in the absence of the Constitution being ratified. The requirements of obtaining struc-
tural funds include the formulation of bottom-up strategies. If handled well, this could 
become a vehicle for factoring territorial cohesion into the formulation of pro-
grammes. Indeed, the technical guidelines for ex-ante evaluations refer in Annex 4 
specifically to a territorial dimension. (Directorate General Regional Policy 2006) 
This could give substance to an implicit EU territorial cohesion policy. Note though 
that the regulations for the Structural Funds for the current programming period 2000-
2006 already stipulated that programmes should assimilate the ESDP agenda, but to 
little effect (Roney, Polverari 2002ab). Be that as it may, in the absence of the Consti-
tution being ratified, this seems a way forward for the Commission to effectively pur-
sue its territorial cohesion agenda.   
 
While still anticipating ratification of the Constitution, Member States took another 
initiative. They started to formulate a document called ‘The Territorial State and Per-
spectives of the European Union’. Preparation is still ongoing. It is intended to be 
‘evidence-based’, using ESPON results. The Member States, at least those from 
Northwest Europe that are now taking the initiative (Faludi, Waterhout 2005) have 
learned not to depend on the Commission. In so doing, they seem to have been driven 
by the expectation that, if and when the Constitutions were to be ratified, the Com-
mission would invoke the Community method. Indeed, initially, the Commission in 
turn was unenthusiastic about this Member State initiative, sensing it to be in competi-
tion with its own intentions.  
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The work proceeds without active support from the Commission, and the intention is 
that it will be completed in time for an EU ministerial conference scheduled for May 
2007 – ten years after the meeting of the spatial planning ministers of the EU15 in 
Noordwijk in 1997 gave its blessing to the first official draft of the ESDP. The venue, 
Leipzig, is also significant (Böhme, Schön 2006). The ‘Leipzig Principles’ adopted in 
1994 laid the foundations for the ESDP. Albeit in a different form, Member States are 
thus once again the standard bearers of the ESDP agenda. As will become clear, in the 
changed circumstances of the present with little prospect of the Constitutional Treaty 
being ratified any time soon, the Commission should look upon this Member State 
initiative with more sympathy.   
 
ESPON 2013 will be obtaining funds from the ‘territorial co-operation’ objective. So 
the networking of researchers around territorial themes and issues will continue, but it 
is recommended that there should be a stronger focus on informing practitioners 
rather than just academics (Rambøll Management 2006). ESPON is an instrument of 
the Commission, albeit one that it invokes as always in co-operation with the Member 
States represented on the Management Committee. There is however great potential 
here for the relationship between the Member State initiative and ESPON 2013 co-
financed by the Commission to become a symbiotic one. 
 
The remainder of this paper goes into more detail as regards territorial co-operation 
and ESPON on the one hand and the ‘Territorial Agenda’ on the other. 
 
European territorial co-operation and ESPON 
The Commission’s ‘Proposal for the New Structural Funds Regulations for the Period 
2007-2013’ (CEC 2004) identified European territorial co-operation as the third ob-
jective of cohesion policy. Its follow-up was the Communication ‘Cohesion Policy in 
Support of Growth and Jobs: Community Strategic Guidelines, 2007-2013’ (CEC 
2005). Coming out at a time when it had become clear that the Constitution – and with 
it EU territorial cohesion policy – was in trouble, this latter Communication fudged 
the distinction between cohesion policy as such – for which under the current EU 
treaty the Community had a mandate – and territorial cohesion policy, for which it did 
not. In any case, cohesion policy is now part of the attempt to revive the ‘Lisbon 
Strategy’ to turn Europe into the most competitive area of sustainable growth world-
wide. In fact it is one of the most important instruments of the EU. For the rest, the 
Lisbon Strategy is for the Member States to pursue, albeit in conjunction with the 
Commission. For this reason, what is now called the ‘Growth and Jobs’ agenda is the 
overriding concern, also for cohesion policy.  
 
The same cohesion policy is an important item in the EU budget. Unfortunately how-
ever it became embroiled in the conflict over the Financial Perspectives 2007-2013. 
The eventual agreement involves a reduction of the multi-annual package. Territorial 
co-operation is the big loser, with its allocation in percentage terms virtually halved. 
Within the objective, there has been a shift away from transnational cooperation to-
wards cross-border cooperation (Bachtler, Wishlade 2005, 55). However, recently the 
European Parliament has insisted, and the Council has accepted the need for more 
funding for European territorial co-operation, and this may entails, among other 
things, additional resources for ESPON.  
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In the meantime, the structural funds regulation has been duly adopted (Official Jour-
nal 2006), but not before the Financial Perspectives 2007-2013 had been sorted out 
(European Parliament, Council, Commission 2006). With all of this out of the way, 
the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament could approve the definite 
Community Strategic Guidelines. This all had to be done under the existing EU treaty 
that defines territorial cohesion neither as an objective nor as a shared competence of 
the Union. The Community Strategic Guidelines address territorial cohesion even so. 
They say that one   

‘…of the features of cohesion policy – in contrast to sectoral policies – lies in its 
capacity to adapt to the particular needs and characteristics of specific geo-
graphical challenges and opportunities. Under cohesion policy, geography mat-
ters. Accordingly, when developing their programmes and concentrating re-
sources on key priorities, Member States and regions should pay particular at-
tention to these specific geographical circumstances.’ (Council of the European 
Union 2006, 40) 

 
This is where the Commission has been trying to inject territorial cohesion concerns 
into mainstream cohesion policy. Comprehensive territorial strategies are of course 
the hallmark of the ‘spatial planning approach’ as advocated in the ESDP. Taken seri-
ously, the requirement to formulate comprehensive strategies would inject an element 
of spatial or territorial planning into cohesion policy. An implicit territorial cohesion 
policy of this kind is a possibility, although whether this will become a reality in the 
face of opposition from sector interests at the national and EU levels remains to be 
seen.  
 
Another issue centres on how the shared development strategies are to be formulated. 
National Strategic Reference Frameworks and Operational Programmes should pay 
regard to territorial cohesion. How this needs to be done can be gleaned from a 
technical paper. As usual, programmes submitted to the Commission need to be 
subjected to ex-ante evaluation, and it is here that the Commission’s implicity 
territorial cohesion policy may come to fruition. Evaluation should focus on 
‘Community added value’ defined on the basis of a range of criteria, says the recent 
Working Paper No 1 on the subject. The criteria do not refer to territorial cohesion 
(Directorate-General Regional Policy 2006, 5), but there is an Annex 4: ‘Territorial 
dimension within the ex ante evaluation of NSRF and OPs’ (NRSP for National 
Strategic Reference Framework, i.e. what the Member States have to produce, and 
OPs for Operational Programmes). After recalling relevant positions in Article 158 
(on economic and social cohesion and the harmonious, balanced and sustainable 
development of the Communicy by the reduction of disparities between regions) and 
Article 16 of the EC Treaty (on the place occupied by services of general economic 
interest in the shared values of the Union as well as their role in promoting social and 
territorial cohesion, being the only mention of territorial cohesion in the existing 
treaties), Annex 4 invokes the structural funds regulation where it says that the 
territorial characteristics must be taken into account. It also points out that the 
Community Strategic Guidelines recall the main rationale for any type of spatial or 
territorial policy at the level of the EU, which is to attend to ‘…the needs and to the 
specific characteristics of the territories, according to the problems or the 
opportunities resulting from their geographical situation.’ Annex 4 concludes from 
this that the profile of territorial cohesion during ex-ante evaluation needs to be raised, 
suggesting that a ‘territorial cohesion’ heading should be inserted into National 
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Strategic Reference Frameworks and/or operational programmes’ presentation. This 
implies identifying the specific characteristics and the territorial needs of the region or 
area concerned; checking the consistency of the strategy regarding these needs and 
characteristics, and discussing the relevant implimentation system. Each of these 
items is further specified, up to and including the indicators to be used, drawing 
among others on the work of ESPON.  
 
Significantly, the need for territorial strategies as described is stipulated to exist at all 
levels, but with the exception of that of the EU. The European Commission is highly 
compartmentalised, and formulating a strategic framework taking account of all pol-
icy sectors would stretch it, presumably beyond its present limits. As Healey (2006, 
539) signals, the ‘…struggle to establish a territorial focus in a government landscape 
traditionally organized around functional “sectors” ... lies at the core of episodes in 
strategic spatial planning in Europe. For policy communities in specific sectors, terri-
tory may be conceived merely as a container... In effect, the search for “territorial” or 
“area” “integration” means a “disintegration” from some sector priorities, in order to 
be able to “see” an issue from the angle of the interrelations of activities in particular 
places’. It is not surprising that this is a process riddled with conflict. Indeed, where it 
comes to horizontal co-ordination the Commission is said to be notoriously weak. 
Hooghe (2001, 39) identifies fragmentation as the unintended outcome of the particu-
lar political-bureaucratic system of the Commission: “In fact, report after report... has 
recommended strengthening central political control over 'local fiefdoms' or cosy 
networks. Coordination across units and directorate-generals is perceived to be an en-
demic problem in the Commission.” Since the White Paper on European Governance 
(CEC 2001) moreover this has been described as the problem of policy ‘coherence’. 
Without making specific reference to territorial cohesion, the present Secretary-
General of the European Commission, Catherine Day, has identified ‘policy coher-
ence’ as one of her greatest challenges and one to which the Commission is looking 
for answers in developing various forms of quality assessment involving different 
parts of the Commission (EuActive 2006). 

 
Having explored the opportunities for implicit territorial cohesion policy, the paper 
returns to discussing European territorial co-operation as such, being the third objec-
tive of cohesion policy 2007-2013. The Community Strategic Guidelines distinguish 
between cross-border, transnational, and interregional co-operation, this being the 
same as the distinction between the three strands of INTERREG. Generally speaking, 
co-operation  

‘should help speed up economic development and the achievement of higher 
growth. National borders are often an obstacle to the development of European 
territory as a whole, and can restrict its potential for full competitiveness. In the 
cross-border and transnational context, transport, water management and envi-
ronment protection are clear examples of challenges requiring a focused and in-
tegrated approach that goes beyond national boundaries….’ (Council of the 
European Union 2006, 47).  

The objective of cross-border co-operation more particularly ‘…is to integrate areas 
divided by national borders that face common problems requiring common solutions. 
Such challenges are faced by all border regions in the Union as a result of the frag-
mentation of markets for labour and capital, infrastructure networks, fiscal capacity 
and institutions’ (Council of the European Union 2006, 48). In addition, cross-border 



European Journal of Spatial Development-http://www.nordregio.se/EJSD/-ISSN 1650-9544- refereed Articles Nov 2006- no 21  
 

 11

co-operation should focus on strengthening the competitiveness of the border regions. 
Clearly, what Delanty and Rumford (2005, 133) define as borderlands where the lo-
cal, regional, national and supra-national come together, are the darlings of the Com-
mission. 
 
Transnational – as against cross-border – co-operation relates to so-called macro-
regions where there is a need to increase economic and social integration and cohe-
sion. As indicated, transnational co-operation as practiced under INTERREG IIC and 
subsequently under IIIB has been the strand most directly related to the ESDP agenda.   

‘Transnational cooperation programmes seek to increase cooperation across 
Member States on matters of strategic importance.  

Support should therefore be given to actions which seek to improve the physical 
interconnection of territories (e.g. investments in sustainable transport) as well 
as intangible connections (networks, exchanges between regions and between 
the parties involved).  

The actions envisaged include the creation of European transport corridors (par-
ticularly cross-border sections) and action for the prevention of natural risks 
(e.g. fire, drought and flood), water management at river basin level, integrated 
maritime cooperation, promotion of sustainable urban development and 
R&D/innovation networks’ (Council of the European Union 2006, 49-50).  

 
This is where the strategic projects for which the European Council refused the fund-
ing would have come in. 
 
Finally, interregional co-operation refers to programmes focusing on ‘Growth and 
Jobs’: strengthening innovation, small-and-medium enterprises and entrepreneurship, 
the environment and risk prevention. “In addition, exchange of experiences and best 
practices regarding urban development, social inclusion, relationship between cities 
and rural areas, and the implementation of cooperation programmes will be encour-
aged” (Council of the European Union 2006, 50). ESPON will thus be financed out of 
funds devoted to interregional co-operation.  
 
ESPON has already provided a tremendous learning experience for researchers from 
all corners of Europe (Van Gestel, Faludi 2005). As indicated, ESPON owes its exis-
tence to the desire to remedy shortcomings in terms of the availability of comparative 
data relating to the ESDP process. The notion originally held by its progenitors that 
this might lead to a revision of the ESDP to take account of, among other things, the 
expected enlargement of the EU (CEC 1999, 12) is however currently being forgotten. 
However, it is clear that, originally at least, ESPON had the pursuit of the ESDP 
agenda as its aim. The Mid-Term Evaluation is unequivocal about this. It identifies 
the aim of the programme as that of providing a common platform for applied re-
search in the policy fields related to the ESDP. The socio-economic impact of the 
programme is said to lie in improving the scientific basis for ESDP policy determina-
tion at different levels and in providing methods for territorial impact analysis that can 
be used for both ex-ante analysis of programmes and for evaluation of outcomes. 
Recommendations 8 and 12 of the Mid-Term Review refer to ‘…a continued overall 
need for a territorial analysis framework to update the ESDP and the spatial policy 
development in which ESPON is a key support structure’. However, the Mid-Term 
evaluation recognises that such recommendations ‘…fall within a political arena and 
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are not considered by the MC (Monitoring Committee – AF) to be something that re-
quires direct programme activity” (MVA 2005, 6). Further down, the report amplifies 
that the Monitoring Committee ‘…has taken the view that further development of a 
policy document like the ESDP is not the task of the ESPON programme. ESPON is 
only supposed to provide knowledge and information for policy development based 
on ESDP objectives’ (MVA 2005, 10). One of these policy developments, though 
perhaps the most significant, is discussed in the following section.  
 
The ‘Territorial Agenda of the European Union’ 
On 29 November 2004 the Dutch Presidency of the EU hosted an informal ministerial 
meeting on territorial cohesion in Rotterdam. This initiative did not however material-
ise ‘out of the blue’. The ESDP-process had already seen the Member States of the 
old EU co-operating. However, it will be remembered that in the early 2000s the in-
tergovernmental process was in the doldrums. Originally a side-show, the preparation 
of the ‘Guiding Principles for the Sustainable Development of the European Conti-
nent’ (Council of Europe 2002) came into its place as a vehicle, not only for the 
Member States of the EU15, but also the accession countries to co-operate on matters 
related to the ESDP agenda. The Guiding Principles represented a simplified and gen-
eralised version of the ESDP. Under a rotation system similar to that operating in the 
EU, Slovenia took turns to preside over the follow-up of this process, focusing on the 
application of the Guiding Principles. As will become evident, Slovenia has taken an 
active interest in the further promotion of the ESDP agenda in its current shape.  
 
Meanwhile, experts from the EU15 involved in the ESDP process continued to meet 
on the subcommittee of the Committee on the Development and Convergence of Re-
gions called Spatial and Urban Development (SUD). These old hands formed the 
‘Mermaid Group’ (after the venue at Copenhagen where they met in 2002 under the 
Danish Presidency) and explored options for continuing their work. The result was a 
so-called ‘expert document’, which was discussed by the subcommittee (SUD 2003). 
This gave the Dutch confidence to organise the meeting.  
 
Ministerial meetings require careful preparation and good co-operation with the pre-
ceding and proceeding Presidencies. For such efforts to be undertaken, a Member 
State must feel strongly about the issues concerned, which the Dutch do. The key-
stakeholder is the Directorate-General for Spatial Policy. Its strategy is to relate spa-
tial planning more to the mainstream structural funds (Martin 2000). This dovetails 
with French thinking, and so the French were brought in to help organise a meeting of 
the relevant directors-general from the 25 Member States in Paris immediately after 
enlargement. This was preceded by a conference on 3-4 May 2004 – the first working 
days after enlargement had taken effect – on regional policy hosted by the French. 
The directors-general met again in October 2004 at Haarlem.  
 
From then on, the process involved the EU25. However, with the scheme of rotating 
EU Presidencies being what it is, the initiative necessarily remained in the hands of 
old member states and will continue to do so until the end of 2007 when the Portu-
guese will hand over to Slovenia – a country that happens to be the paragon of virtue 
in more respect than one as it is also due to introduce the euro at the same time. As 
indicated, this pioneering position is also true in the spatial planning field. 
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It just so happens that the group of old Member States now at the helm includes those 
that have been most active in developing the ESDP, such as The Netherlands, Luxem-
bourg, and Germany. So this is why the agenda continues to be dominated by the ini-
tiators of the ESDP.  
 
To ensure that it would see ministers agreeing at Rotterdam, a preliminary discussion 
document (Dutch Presidency 2004a) and the draft Conclusions of the Presidency 
(2004b) were discussed at Haarlem. So Rotterdam took note of demographic, eco-
nomic, social and environmental problems, including the effects of climate change, 
global competitiveness and high energy prices. Ministers stressed that territorial cohe-
sion entailed strengthening competitiveness and reducing disparities, and as such this 
became the main plank of the ESDP agenda in its current shape. They observed that 
the Lisbon Strategy took insufficient account of the diversified potentials of EU re-
gions. Integrated spatial development approaches, enabling regions to exploit their 
endogenous potentials, can, they argued, improve on the delivery of the Lisbon Strat-
egy – which dovetails neatly with the thinking of Directorate-General Regional Policy 
as explained above. Ministers highlighted the increasingly territorial impact of EU 
policies on Member States and their regions. Obviously, inconsistencies between 
them reduce their effectiveness.  
 
The document identified territorial cohesion as both a multi-sectoral and a multi-level 
concept. It recognised the need for regions and Member States to identify their unique 
development potential – what is increasingly being discussed as ‘territorial capital’ 
(Zonneveld, Waterhout 2005) – and their position in the European territory. They saw 
a need also to place spatial development strategies in a transnational and European 
context.  
 
Clearly, Ministers hoped that territorial cohesion could be moved closer to the centre 
of EU discourse. They also fixed the political agenda until 2007. It was to focus on 
territorial cohesion in relation to the Lisbon Strategy. At the time though they ex-
pected progress on the EU Constitution, so they agreed on the need for a short ‘evi-
dence-based synthesis document’ of the Member States, drawing on the results of 
ESPON and other research. This should offer the EU institutions, Member States, re-
gions and other stakeholders insights into the ‘territorial state of the Union’. It is now 
clear however that this was a bid to retain a foothold in a process that appeared to be 
set to be dominated by the Commission exercising its prerogative under the Commu-
nity method. 

Preparation of what came to be known as the ‘Territorial Agenda for the European 
Union’ entailed a series of further informal ministerial meetings. Thus, in May 2005, 
the EU Informal Ministerial Meeting on Regional Policy and Territorial Cohesion 
took place in Luxembourg (Luxembourg Presidency 2005a). It endorsed a scoping 
document on ‘The Territorial State and Perspectives of the European Union - towards 
a stronger European territorial cohesion in the light of the Lisbon and Gothenburg 
ambitions' (Luxembourg Presidency 2005b). The scoping document was based on the 
outcomes of the previous ministerial meeting in Rotterdam and on analyses of the ter-
ritorial development of the EU and the spatial impact of its policies. ESPON was said 
to have provided the analytical basis for this. The document argued for territorial de-
velopment policies to help areas to develop their territorial capital as part of the over-
all effort to increase Europe's competitiveness. The substantive priorities were to 



European Journal of Spatial Development-http://www.nordregio.se/EJSD/-ISSN 1650-9544- refereed Articles Nov 2006- no 21  
 

 14

strengthen polycentrism and urban-rural partnership, promote clusters of competitive 
and innovative activities, strengthen trans-European networks, promote trans-
European risk management and strengthen trans-European ecological structures and 
cultural resources. These priorities were to be worked out between then and the Ger-
man Presidency in 2007. Intervening Presidencies agreed to support this agenda. 

The UK followed Luxembourg in the EU Presidency chair. The UK is not wildly en-
thusiastic about cohesion policy generally. Indeed, like the Sapir Report (Sapir et al. 
2004) attacking cohesion policy, the UK wished for cohesion policy to be restricted to 
providing direct financial support, mostly for the new Member States. For the rest, the 
‘pumping around of money’ – Member States paying into the Community coffers and 
then obtaining some of the same funds in return for observing priorities set by the EU 
– should come to an end. Since the territorial cohesion agenda is embedded in this 
form of ‘multi-level governance’, and although the UK did not get its way during the 
negotiations over the Financial Framework 2007-2013, it is reasonable to assume that 
the UK Presidency felt disinclined to take major initiatives as regards the Territorial 
Agenda process. However, it did call an informal ministerial meeting on ‘Sustainable 
Communities’ (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2006). This related to what is be-
ing called the ‘urban acquis’, the topic of the discussion on the second day at Rotter-
dam meeting. 

The Austrian Presidency did not take the document further either. An expert meeting 
– not a meeting of ministers – held in June 2006 considered the ‘Governance of Terri-
torial Strategies: Going Beyond Strategy Documents” instead (Austrian Federal 
Chancellery 2006). Meanwhile, the Germans are gearing up for the informal ministe-
rial meeting scheduled for May 2007 in Leipzig. The intervening Finnish Presidency 
has scheduled the important directors-general meeting to discuss the draft prepared by 
a small group representing The Netherlands, Luxembourg, Germany and the ESPON 
Co-ordination Unit. 

Coordination of this process is in the hands of a Coming Presidencies Group, includ-
ing the Portuguese and the Slovenians. The ‘Territorial Agenda for the European Un-
ion’ is to be a strategic document with concrete proposals for contributing to the EU 
agenda of promoting jobs and growth. Priorities continue to be to strengthen polycen-
trism and urban-rural partnership, promote clusters of competitive and innovative ac-
tivities, strengthen the trans-European networks, promote trans-European risk man-
agement and strengthen trans-European ecological structures and cultural resources, 
themes that have mostly been formulated in the ESDP context.  

The Commission has reason to be gratified. The drafts of the ‘Territorial Agenda’ and 
the background document based on ESPON research, ‘The Territorial State and Per-
spectives of the European Union’, available at the time of writing for consideration by 
the meeting of Directors General on Territorial Cohesion on 15-16 November 2006 
(http://www.bmvbs.de/territorial-agenda; last accessed on 6 November 2006) bear the 
hallmark of the intergovernmental process which made it. The new aspect is that 
Member States have apparently come to accept that the EU – and thus the Commis-
sion – needs to have a territorial cohesion policy and this irrespective of whether or 
not the Constitution in its present or amended form is ratified. The draft also suggests 
that the Territorial Agenda should be discussed at the European Council during the 
Slovenian Presidency in 2008, which would be the first time that territorial issues 
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would receive attention from this elevated body. As indicated, Slovenia commands 
much good will and would be an ideal partner to do so. 

The impression of Member States wanting to do business with the Commission, this 
time not only as a source of funding for their cooperation on territorial matters, but 
also as an actor in its own right is enforced by the request for measures to ensure in-
depth dialogue on territorial cohesion within the structures of EU ‘comitology’ – the 
system of official committees advising the Commission. The request to establish a 
territorial cohesion contact point in the Commission only serves to further re-enforce 
this impression. The inadequate level of Commission resources available to deal with 
territorial cohesion policy is a problem not often appreciated.  

The November draft invites the Commission also to publish a Communication on ter-
ritorial cohesion, an intention that the Commission has shelved in the wake of the 
negative referenda on the Constitution. It also expresses the hope that territorial cohe-
sion will be included in whatever form the Treaty on establishing a Constitution for 
Europe will take. Finally, the draft asks for measures to be taken to ensure that the 
territorial impact of EU and national policies is taken into account in policy-making, 
amounting to a form of Territorial Impact Assessment. ESPON has produced interest-
ing outcomes relating TIA to various dimensions of territorial cohesion (Camagni 
2006), so this is a timely recommendation. In this respect, the reader should note that 
impact assessments of various kinds are the favoured new instrument for the Commis-
sion to achieve policy coherence.  

Conclusions  
So then the chances are that territorial cohesion policy, although still implicit, will 
gain in importance, in particular since Member States propose to continue pursuing 
their Territorial Agenda, and in particular to relate it to the mid-term review of cohe-
sion policy scheduled for the end of the 2000s. This needs to be qualified, though. The 
authors of the Territorial Agenda and the handful of Commission officials responsible 
for territorial cohesion policy do not carry enormous weight. So whether National 
Strategic Reference Frameworks and Operational Programmes will in fact pay atten-
tion is a moot point. Those in sector ministries and/or the directorates-general of the 
Commission viewing territorial cohesion as unhelpful to the growth-and-jobs agenda 
will have to be won over.   

Another conclusion seems clear: the ESDP agenda as modified under the flag of terri-
torial cohesion will continue to be pursued. To reiterate, this could happen through 
technical requirements in cohesion policy, by way of projects co-financed by the EU 
under ‘European territorial co-operation’ and by way of the Member States pursing 
the ‘Territorial Agenda for the European Union’ beyond the ministerial meeting in 
May 2007. There is of course also the ‘ESPON 2013 Programme’ for what is now be-
ing described – eschewing any mention of what the acronym stands for, i.e. ‘European 
Spatial Planning Observation Network’ – as a ‘European observation network on ter-
ritorial development and cohesion’. ESPON 2013 will continue to support whatever 
comes from the other strands of activity. The outcome of the whole process may how-
ever be rather different from that which the authors of the ESDP anticipated, but the 
fact that ‘the show goes on’ testifies to their success in shaping the agenda. It is to be 
hoped that some of this will come to ultimate fruition during the debate, scheduled to 
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start in 2008, concerning the comprehensive review of the EU budget, as foreseen in 
the budget agreement of December 2005.  

The discussion of cohesion policy after 2013 will be no minor matter. Since publica-
tion of the Sapir Report fundamental reform of cohesion policy is on the agenda. 
True, the compromise reached in December 2005 over the Financial Perspectives for 
2007-2013 allows cohesion policy to continue, with funding being made available 
throughout the EU, and not just, as has been the position of the so-called ‘net con-
tributors’ to the budget, to least favoured regions, mainly in the new member states. 
However, and this must count as a major victory for the reformers, a fundamental re-
view, not only of cohesion policy but also of the Common Agricultural Policy, is 
scheduled to start in 2008 with a view to the period after 2013. (In return the UK has 
put its budget rebate on the table.) This will be the supreme moment for European ter-
ritorial cohesion policy to demonstrate that it can make an essential contribution in 
that it can generate, to invoke the relevant jargon, ‘Community added value’. In other 
words, it must demonstrate that territorial cohesion is an asset for European integra-
tion generally and the revamped Lisbon Strategy in particular. If successful, this will 
no doubt be used as an additional argument for cohesion policy, in albeit modified 
form, to continue.  

European planners come to this debate with a well-developed set of substantive ideas 
and relevant procedures developed in the ESDP and taken further under the umbrella 
of territorial cohesion policy. Fulfilling the requirements as defined for the delivery of 
the cohesion funds, planners can invoke the tools of their trade – spatial or territorial 
analysis and spatial visions – in the context of the exciting, but oh so difficult process 
of European integration. This appears to be the implication of the requirement to add 
territorial cohesion paragraphs to National Spatial Reference Frameworks and Opera-
tional Programmes. Whether this will be done for the EU as a whole remains however 
a moot question. The ESDP has of course tried this, and as far as spatial analysis is 
concerned, ESPON is doing the same for many facets of spatial or territorial devel-
opment. An overall spatial vision of the EU territory is not, however, a priority. Such 
a vision is implied in all that is being suggested about EU territorial cohesion policy. 
However, perhaps the failure to make serious efforts in this direction is due to the fact 
that formulating such a vision defeats the imagination.  
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Note
                                                 
1 Based on a paper ‘The King is Dead – Long Live the King: Why there is no renewed 
European Spatial Development Perspective and what happens to the ESDP agenda 
anyhow’ given at the Regional Studies Association International Conference ‘Shaping 
EU Regional Policy: Economic, Social and Political Pressures’, Leuven, Belgium 8th 
and 9th June 2006. The paper reports on further developments up to and including Oc-
tober 2006. 
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