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rural areas, regional “clusters” for competition and innovation, strengthe-

ning and extension of trans-European networks, trans-European risk mana-

gement, including the effects of climate change, and the enhancement of 

environmental and cultural resources—it formulates recommendations by 

way of policy guidelines.

The Territorial Agenda denotes progress in several directions, by recogni-

zing the necessity of integrating territorial concerns into the main policy 

decisions made at the European, national and regional levels, of coordi-

nating public and private actors’ activities, and to reach a consensus on 

the practical measures that best exemplify the meaning of “territorial 

cohesion.” In practical terms, it is the first step of an intergovernmental 

coordination to compel interaction between the territorial and the sectoral. 

Its aim is to make Ministers responsible for territorial issues, and their 

regional correspondents, emissaries who will influence their peers respon-

sible for sectoral projects.

The aim of the First Action Programme,15 adopted under a Portuguese 

Presidency at the end of 2007, is to immediately implement the Territorial 

Agenda. It contains a rather long and still vague series of recommendations 

and the commitment—based on the major European projects’ timetable to 

be debated over the next three years—to ensure consideration (or even 

approval) of a territorial approach to these issues.

At this stage, it illustrates the limitations of an exercise that depends on 

the good will of peers and an extensive coordination effort, knowing that 

the manoeuvring room is still narrow between, on the one hand, the various 

levels’ prerogatives, and on the other, the sectoral rationales ill-disposed 

towards a transversal approach (CPMR). Regardless, the process will take 

time and now more closely resembles an attempt to create a “community” 

15 First Action Programme for the Implementation of the EU Territorial Agenda, Informal Council Meeting of 
the Ministers Responsible for Spatial Planning and Regional Development, Ponta Delgada - Azores, 23-24 
November 2007.

in the contemporary sense of the term applied to Internet users, than a 

binding work programme configuration.

Moreover, and as might be expected, the Territorial Agenda carefully avoids 

advocating or committing itself as to the best way to reduce territorial dis-

parities, leaving this task to the cohesion policy or to other high-budget 

policies.

3.3. Will the cohesion policy be sufficient?

As far as the European level is concerned, a rapid assessment shows that 

the current Structural Funds programme supports the promotion of terri-

torial cohesion (Hallgeir) by means of an increase in the EU’s co-financing 

rate for certain regions suffering from permanent natural handicaps. The 

same applies to specific programmes for the outermost regions and for 

the territorial cooperation objective’s cross-border strand (Polverari). 

Furthermore, in the past, among the methods associated with Structural 

Funds, networking regions or areas encountering the same type of struc-

tural or natural problems on a European scale were certainly the most 

productive in terms of social and policy innovation. The limited budgets 

allocated to these Community initiative programmes or to the thematic 

pilot projects have not prevented them from stimulating the regions 

concerned. However, the emphasis placed since 2007 on technological 

innovation as a unifying theme of the transnational and interregional coo-

peration strands may cause these networks to be to distance themselves 

from territorial cohesion concerns. 
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The territorial dimension was apparently included in the convergence 

and regional competitiveness objectives,16 but the programmes’ impact 

on improving territorial cohesion is not readily perceptible (Zonneveld). 

Indeed, the purpose of these programmes is to help the regions make up 

for their socio-economic lag, or recover from a crisis, without distinguishing 

between those which are also suffering from physical constraints, and the 

others. 

Lastly, it may be noted to the credit of the cohesion policy that its rules of 

operation, such as the multi-annual strategic programming and the par-

tnership amplify, on a national and regional level, the beneficial impact of 

the Structural Funds on territorial cohesion (Lennert, Tödtling-Schönhofer 

et al., 2007, Batchler).

Aside from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the 

European Social Fund (ESF), territorial cohesion is explicitly taken into 

account in the interventions of the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 

Development (EAFRD) and of the European Fisheries Fund (EFF). It is also 

considered by the competition policy within the framework of aid for 

purposes of regional development.

However, many sectoral policies whose territorial impact is certain often 

prove to be ambivalent. A good example of that is the Common Agricultural 

Policy (Schucksmith): its “second pillar,” devoted to rural development, 

includes diverse mechanisms aimed at spatial rebalancing, particular-

ly EAFRD’s Axes 3 and 4, which are for the most part oriented towards 

support for the development of activities in rural areas and a compensato-

ry allowance scheme for areas with natural handicaps. Conversely, its “first 

pillar,” exclusively devoted to direct subsidies to agriculture, does not 

take this into account, and may even have an aggravating impact. In fact, 

16 La prise en compte de la dimension territoriale et urbaine dans les CRSN and OP 2007-2013, a Working 
Paper for the European Commission, May 2007.

the 2003 Reform of direct subsidies, and the introduction of decoupling 

weakened certain regions characterized by small farms or by structure-

intensive crops whose activity is subject to multi-annual production cycles, 

such as livestock production, or horticulture. A somewhat similar dichoto-

mic analysis could be made for the transport policy, the energy policy or 

the trade policy.

Not only is the cohesion policy incapable on its own of reducing all ter-

ritorial disparities, but it will never manage to compensate for all of the 

imbalances caused by other sectoral policies (OECD). As has already 

been pointed out, territorial cohesion could be substantially improved 

by ensuring sectoral policy cohesion and by streamlining programmes 

(Hallgeir). It is therefore necessary to combine regulatory and budgetary 

resources, without omitting to provide the measures’ specific details 

(Lennert, Meijers et al.).

3.4. On what criteria should a European intervention be 
based?

From the beginning, the territorial aspect was taken into account by the 

economic and social cohesion policy through eligibility criteria, such as 

the level of regional wealth or remoteness for the convergence objective, 

the low population density, the latitude, the demographic decline, socio-

economic fragility for rural areas or those undergoing conversion, or 

derelicted urban districts for the other objectives, and the proximity of a 

border for the cross-border cooperation objective. Furthermore, historical-

ly the cohesion policy was not the only one, since, as they were initially 

conceived, agricultural measures for less-favoured areas depended exclu-

sively on natural handicap criteria related to altitude and latitude.17

17 At present, socio-economic criteria predominately dictate the classification of these areas.
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At the current stage of the debate, the formulation of specific indicators 

raises a technical problem compounded by a policy problem (Grasland and 

Hamez). Technically speaking, historic series should be available with the 

assurance that they can define homogenous groups of territories. Without 

trying to forecast future decisions on what criteria will be adopted in the 

future, it is clear that permanent territorial components are emerging 

which, overall, correspond to physical data (altitude, latitude, remote-

ness, isolation, etc.), and temporary components which may sometimes be 

required to last and coincide rather with socio-economic data (demography, 

population density, fragility of the economic fabric, etc.) (Spiekermann et 

al., Briggulio et al.). This categorization is not absolute, since certain com-

ponents deemed permanent can prove to be temporary, as was the case with 

the border regions behind the Iron Curtain, or on the EU’s external border, 

which is now located in the centre (the Austrian state of Burgenland, the 

Øresund region including Copenhagen and Malmo, and the German Land 

of Braunschwig). Conversely, climate change can turn temporary problems 

encountered by regions—until now considered as privileged—into one with 

permanent constraints (a dry area becomes arid, repeated floods caused 

by a rise in sea level, etc.).

Past experience has shown that the criteria issue also entails several policy 

pitfalls, in that it is likely to automatically give rise to a right to compensa-

tion or a privileged status. It is very easy to imagine all the abuses that 

might ensue, such as using clientelism to become eligible for aid, or assis-

tance-seeking behaviours, to which the recognition of a permanent right 

might lead. Such a case would lead to the contradiction of the cohesion 

policy’s founding philosophy, which favours a development approach 

rather than one based on compensation or redistribution. Another shortco-

ming, if territorial cohesion were to lead to the introduction of new zoning, 

would be that boundary decisions are most often viewed as arbitrary at the 

local level.

Considering the contradictory recommendations made by institutional or 

non-governmental stakeholders, and the repeated requests addressed 

to the European Commission to more thoroughly process the data and to 

constitute relevant indicators, the field is far from having been cleared. 

Furthermore, in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity, and to 

the extent that the European intervention will fall within a competence 

framework shared with the national authorities, the European level is par-

ticularly qualified to play a watchdog role. 

In view of the issues at stake, prudence is called for, and solutions should 

be sought first in methodology. It would therefore seem advisable to dis-

tinguish between the definition of “fragility” (identify pertinent indicators 

and their level) and the decision to take action.
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IV –Remain fuzzy and move gradually 

As seen in Part 2, although the promotion of territorial cohesion looks 

bright with the trend towards deeper inequalities, its first steps may well 

prove difficult. Opposition will certainly arise in an attempt to reduce this 

new objective to insignificance, while all possible abuses will be lying in 

wait for it and, along with those, the risk of a long-lasting disqualification. 

Rendering the principle of territorial cohesion operational amounts to 

defining the instruments and methods of intervention by proposing a 

timetable. Indeed, in Community practice, the roadmap technique has 

always shown itself to be highly effective. The obstacles will be that much 

easier to overcome if proposals are put back into a more general medium-

term framework and staggered over time. Furthermore, to maintain some 

leeway in budgetary negotiations and so as not to encourage excessive 

lengthening of the list of potential beneficiaries, it is vital to remain vague 

by capitalizing on the possibility of combining the temporary, proportio
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nal and conditional nature of certain compensations and on implementa-

tion flexibility.

As for the content of a possible policy, all experts and practitioners are of 

the opinion that it is not a question of creating a policy ex-nihilo, but rather 

of initiating a process to streamline, strengthen, organize and develop the 

consistency of all existing mechanisms (Tödtling-Schönhofer et al. 2008). 

This exercise should be carried out on the various geographical scales to 

reduce territorial disparities of any sort, from the European level to the 

urban district, for reasons of common sense as well as efficiency.

According to a draft formulated by the Commission in 2004, we see that the 

policy was to comprise three dimensions, with no single component super-

seding any of the two others:18 the first was to be corrective and aimed at 

“reducing existing disparities,” the second was to be preventive and to 

“improve the coherence of sectoral policies having a territorial impact,” 

and the third was to be an incentive, “strengthening territorial integration 

by fostering cooperation.”

With respect to the reduction of disparities, the anticipated innovation will 

probably result from a more systematic assertion of positive discrimina-

tion.19 Indeed, the set of measures likely to stimulate the development of 

handicapped or weakened regions is already available in regional deve-

lopment programmes and certain sectoral programmes (transportation, 

energy, education, SMEs, new communication technologies, etc.). Some 

improvements would, however, be possible if there were an inventory of 

the most effective and efficient existing measures for redressing territo-

rial imbalances. On the other hand, what is lacking is a compensation 

mechanism for handicaps linked with remoteness, low population density, 

18 These three components were stated in the Third Report on Cohesion, and since then, no consensus has 
emerged to either decide between them or to disqualify one of them.
19 Statement no. 30 of the Treaty of Amsterdam provided for the option of having recourse, for the benefit of 
the outermost regions, to “specific measures when that can be justified.”

relief or climate, which make economic activities, investments, building 

infrastructures, organizing population services, and even daily living, 

more costly, less profitable and more complex. Therefore, by combining 

financial aid and legal mechanisms, territorial disparities should be able 

to be reduced either by compensatory measures to lower the profitability 

threshold in these areas, or by dissuasive and disadvantageous measures 

addressing other areas. 

So far, the Ministers responsible for territorial issues, and the experts, 

have focused their attention on the preventive approach, as shown by the 

content of the Territorial Agenda. For the moment, the recommendations 

remain within the realm of voluntarism, but they may well lead to a more 

binding mechanism based on the model of the open coordination method. 

The debate on this issue has been ongoing for several years in academic 

circles (Faludi, Jouen). No official government position has been recorded 

along these lines, but such a prospect cannot be excluded in the medium 

term. 

In terms of this same preventive approach aimed at creating a non-dis-

criminating policy framework at the European level, one of the first tasks 

to accomplish will be to put into effect the principle according to which 

territorial cohesion must be a part of all policies. For the sake of modera-

tion, however, consideration might be given to submit to an assessment of 

any potentially distorting effects only policies exclusive to the EU (com-

petition, fisheries, trade, customs union, currency) and those involving 

shared competence (internal market, social affairs, agriculture, environ-

ment, consumer protection, transportation, trans-European networks, 

energy, justice, freedom and security, public health, research, cooperation 

and development). Certain policies clearly seem much more promising, 

because they are likely to be modified: competition, trade, fisheries, 

internal market, social affairs, agriculture, environment, transportation, 

trans-European networks, energy, public health and research.
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Lastly, the final range of actions to be broadened concerns the incenti-

ves aimed at territories with handicaps. Such regions must be encoura-

ged to optimize their assets, to formulate a territorial strategy in which 

the various actors and sectoral policies can be synergized, and commit to 

experimenting while sharing good practices through networking. In view of 

the limited budgetary means, it is essential to reinstate the role of coopera-

tion as a learning tool. In the short term, that would imply taking advantage 

of the next mid-term review to radically reorientate the interregional coo-

peration INTERREG IVC component towards territorial, social and policy 

innovation, and to strengthen Axis 4 of the EAFRD devoted to the LEADER 

method.

As for the overall framework, a profiling should be made of the future 

economic, social and territorial policy after 2013. This medium-term 

perspective will allow for a better understanding of what direction the 

promotion of territorial cohesion is likely to take and the role that it will 

play in the 2014-2020 budgetary framework.

Without going into detail, one might conceive of a future cohesion policy 

comprised of three main blocks: a convergence objective that functions 

according to a GDP per capita eligibility criterion, a cooperation objective 

that includes cooperation with external borders, and a territorial cohesion 

objective that takes into account geographical handicaps and socio-

economic handicaps (reconversion, low population density, rural). To 

the extent that there is often an accumulation of handicaps for a given 

territory, it should be possible to consider that this objective does not cor-

respond to a resource envelope strictly pre-allocated among beneficiaries, 

but includes supplementary allowances, for example with an increased EU 

co-financing rate or overriding aid schemes. 

Moreover, the acknowledgement of a territorial handicap could render 

the region or the area eligible for specific thematic programmes based on 

the model of former Community initiative programmes, as is now the case 

for border regions, the goal being to offer compensation by means of a 

dynamic, rather than a static, method.

As for implementation, it would seem both crucial not to differ it and wise 

not to rush into it, but to proceed with it gradually. In view of the European 

Agenda, the roadmap might consist of two stages:

Immediately, i.e. by 2009, it would be proposed:

- to extend enforceability of the territorial cohesion principle to the 

Services of General Interest and to some European sectoral policies, 

selected in order of priority among those currently being reformed, par-

ticularly those that concern competition, trade, fishing, the internal 

market, social affairs,  agriculture, the environment, transportation, 

trans-European networks, energy, public health and research; 

- to initiate voluntary national policy coordination and sectoral policy 

integration, in accordance with Territorial Agenda commitments, and to 

encourage regional and local authorities to identify such practices at 

their level;

- to prepare the future in a practical way, by taking stock of the most 

effective territorial cohesion measures in the existing regional program-

mes and by accumulating good practices via specific funds provided by 

INTERREG IVC and Axis 4 of the EAFRD;

- to expand the body of analytical work being done on territorial 

dynamics in order to devise some relevant indicators at more refined levels 

than exist at this time (NUTS III).

As from 2014, it will be necessary to speed up the process by:

- extending principle enforceability to new sectoral policies;

- making coordination mandatory and gradually introducing an open 

coordination method for the cohesion of the European territory;

- providing adequate funding of the policy for reduction of territorial 
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disparities within the framework of the new cohesion policy architectu-

re by including a rural development policy component.

A good portion of the obstacles encountered in the past was due to policy-

makers’ and the public’s lack of awareness on the issues raised by territo-

rial cohesion. It can already be anticipated that introducing compensatory 

measures based on positive discrimination will be difficult to achieve, both 

because they will be costly and because they will thwart natural market 

trends and certain socio-economic behaviours. Therefore such an outcome 

should be anticipated on the European level by a vast communication, 

training and information policy involving local and regional networks.

Territorial cohesion was not a surprising development; it refers to numerous 

concepts which specialists have used for years, such as polycentrism, ter-

ritorial cooperation, multi-level governance and the integrated approach. 

However, the issue of extending the enforceability of this principle to 

sectoral policies a priori by means of territorial impact studies, and at all 

levels of governance, is akin to a revolution. It might one day culminate 

in making all economic actors and public policy-makers accountable for 

their choices in the name of territorial responsibility, as is already the case 

with social and environmental responsibility. We have not yet reached that 

point, but it is high time that we prepare ourselves for it.
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