Regional Aspects of European Cohesion Policy

Territorial Cohesion, Spatial Justice and Sustainable

Transitions in Territorial Practice

Dissertation zur Erlangung des Doktorgrades

an der Fakultat fiir Geowissenschaften

der Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitat Miinchen

vorgelegt von

Barbara Demeterova

Miinchen, 29.08.2022



Erstgutachter: Prof. Dr. Jiirgen Schmude
Zweitgutachterin: Dr. habil. Monika Popp

Tag der miindlichen Priifung: 17.04.2023



For my mother, my loved ones and all who supported me on this journey.



Summary

European Cohesion Policy has gained significant influence on urban and regional development at
different scales. Especially its third pillar, territorial cohesion, became central for the
harmonisation of spatial planning across and beyond European borders. However, being also
addressed as a policy ‘black box’, unable to navigate precise planning action, it gains its strength
but also shows its greatest weakness by providing a canvas for differing projections. Current
European funding has become an essential source in regional development, sought-after by
territorial centres as well as peripheries across European member states and beyond. Considering
the present academic discussion on European territorial cohesion, it remains largely unclear what
the concept does in regional practice. Especially a more systemic, holistic perspective analysing
the connection between local practices, heterogeneous regional processes and the wider

discourse shaping dynamics is seldomly taken.

With an ongoing growth-friendly focus on regional development - polarisation, disparities and
uneven spatial development are often being reproduced. Combining critical academic
perspectives, the present thesis aims to contribute to the discussion on how to move beyond
growth-related narratives, towards an inclusive and sustainable territorial development.
Therefore, it traces the context-specific policy translations of European territorial cohesion while
looking for opportunities to move towards spatial justice and sustainable transitions. Focusing on
the actors, the regional processes and the European policy framing of cohesion, territorial and
environmental development, the thesis analyses the Austrian, Czech, Slovakian and Hungarian

border region by looking at three European Interreg V-A cross-border cooperation programmes.

Overall, using an empirical mixed-methods approach, combining stakeholder interviews, regional
data and document analysis, the findings give deeper insights into the unequal development of
border-regions while showing the different policy translations in line with regional needs.
Furthermore, it identifies the need for alternative visions for regional ‘success’, pointing towards
‘the right to not catch up’ in the context of spatial justice and capabilities-oriented approaches to
regional planning. Reflecting on current ‘performance goals’ directed development objectives in
planning, it finally argues for a reorientation towards ‘learning goals’ instead. In conclusion, to
allow for spatially just, green and transformative processes, there is the need to strengthen
ownership, place sensitive and territorially just future policy frameworks, taking into account
local mobilisation, learning and collective action. Thereby, the thesis adds new aspects to the
interdisciplinary debate on European territorial cohesion and sustainable development, joining

geographical research on European territorial planning, spatial justice and regional transitions.




Zusammenfassung

Die europdische Kohasionspolitik hat erheblichen Einfluss auf die stiddtische und regionale
Entwicklung auf verschiedenen Ebenen gewonnen. Vor allem die dritte Saule, der territoriale
Zusammenhalt, hat wesentlich zur Harmonisierung der Raumordnung iiber die europaischen
Grenzen hinaus beigetragen. Auch als politische ,Black Box“ bezeichnet, die nicht in der Lage ist,
prazise Planungsmafdnahmen zu steuern, gewinnt das Konzept zwar seine Stirke, zeigt aber auch
seine grofdte Schwiche, indem es als Leinwand fiir unterschiedliche Projektionen fungiert. Die
heutige europdische Finanzierung ist zu einer wesentlichen Quelle fiir regionale Entwicklung
geworden, die von territorialen Zentren sowie Peripherien der europaischen Mitgliedstaaten und
dartiber hinaus nachgefragt wird. Angesichts der aktuellen wissenschaftlichen Diskussion um den
europdischen territorialen Zusammenhalt bleibt jedoch weitgehend unklar, wie das Konzept in
der regionalen Praxis wirkt. Insbesondere die systemische, ganzheitliche Perspektive wird eher
selten eingenommen, die die Verbindung zwischen lokalen Praktiken, heterogenen regionalen

Prozessen und den diskursgestaltenden Dynamiken analysiert.

Bei einer anhaltend wachstumsfreundlichen Ausrichtung auf regionale Entwicklung werden
Polarisierungen, Disparititen und ungleiche rdaumliche Entwicklungen oft reproduziert. Die
vorliegende Dissertation folgt kritischen akademischen Perspektiven und will einen Beitrag zur
Diskussion dariiber leisten, wie man iliber wachstumsbezogene Narrative hinaus zu einer
integrativen und nachhaltigen territorialen Entwicklung gelangen kann. Daher verfolgt die Arbeit
die kontextspezifische, politische Ubersetzung des Konzepts des europiischen territorialen
Zusammenhalts und sucht gleichzeitig nach Mdglichkeiten, sich mehr in Richtung rdumlicher
Gerechtigkeit und nachhaltiger Transition zu bewegen. Mit Fokus auf die Akteure, die regionalen
Prozesse und das europdische Framing von Kohasion, territorialer und 6kologischer Entwicklung
wird die 6sterreichische, tschechische, slowakische und ungarische Grenzregion anhand von drei

Interreg V-A-Programmen fiir europdische grenziiberschreitende Zusammenarbeit analysiert.

Insgesamt geben die Ergebnisse, unter Verwendung eines empirischen Mixed-Methods-Ansatzes
der Stakeholder-Interviews, regionale Daten und Dokumentenanalysen kombiniert, Einblicke in
die ungleiche Entwicklung von Grenzregionen und zeigen gleichzeitig die unterschiedlichen
Ubersetzungen der PolitikmafRnahmen entlang von regionalen Bediirfnissen. Dariiber hinaus
wird die Notwendigkeit alternativer Visionen fiir den regionalen , Erfolg“ identifiziert, wobei auf
das ,Recht auf Nichtaufholen, im Kontext von rdumlicher Gerechtigkeit und
fahigkeitsorientierten bzw. potenzialorientierten Ansitzen der Regionalplanung hingewiesen
wird. In Anlehnung an aktuelle ,Leistungsziele gerichtete Entwicklungsziele in der Planung
pladiert die vorliegende Arbeit schliefllich fiir eine Neuorientierung hin zu sogenannten

sLernzielen“. Dabei wird geschlussfolgert, dass, um raumlich gerechte, griine und transformative
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Prozesse zu ermdglichen, die Mitverantwortung bzw. Mitgestaltung stirker unterstiitzt und
rdumlich sensiblere sowie territorial gerechte zukiinftige politische Rahmenbedingungen
geschaffen werden miissen. Dabei muss insbesondere die lokale Mobilisierung, das Lernen und
kollektives Handeln beriicksichtigt werden. Damit fiigt die Dissertation der interdisziplindaren
Debatte iiber den europdischen territorialen Zusammenhalt und nachhaltige Entwicklung neue
Aspekte hinzu und schliefst sich so geografischen Forschungsansatzen zu europdischer

Raumplanung, raumlicher Gerechtigkeit und regionaler Transition an.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Motivation of the thesis

For more than two decades European cohesion policy has gained influence on urban and regional
processes at different scales, becoming an element of interdisciplinary academic discussions.
Being a guiding concept shaping spatial processes, geographical approaches started early to
discuss cohesion in the context of territorial development and planning. Alongside strategic
documents such as the Torremolinos Charter (CEC, 1983), the European Spatial Development
Perspective (CEC, 1999), the Green Paper on territorial cohesion (CEC, 2008) or today’s Territorial
Agenda 2030 (CEC, 2020b) the European territorial perspective solidified and shaped national
and regional understandings of planning, redistribution and mutual responsibilities. Aiming for a
balanced development of European regions, cohesion policy and especially its third pillar,
territorial cohesion, have become central for the harmonisation of spatial of planning across and
beyond European borders. With intensified discussions on fair and sustainable development, calls
for a reorientation towards capabilities and more justice-oriented approaches in planning
increasingly entered public and scientific debates (Pirie, 1983; Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Harvey,
2003; Soja, 2010). However, territorial cohesion has only recently started to be explicitly
addressed through the spectrum of a spatial justice perspective (see e. g. Jones et al, 2019;
Weckroth and Moisio, 2020; Weck et al., 2022), which rarely takes an actor centred focus. Given
current social, economic and environmental challenges, a stronger justice and sustainability
orientation in planning, beyond a mere ‘meeting the needs’ perspective, seems a necessary
response. Therefore, this thesis is interested in the local practices, processes and overall

development dynamics shaping regional responses.

A short introduction into the conceptual use of cohesion is given to allow for an understanding of
its present orientation and significance for regional analysis. Next, wider reflections on spatial
justice and sustainable transitions are discussed, before presenting the guiding research
objectives, the conceptualisation of the conducted study, the case region and the research

methodology as well as the publications for the present cumulative doctoral thesis.




1.2 Territorial cohesion, spatial justice and sustainable development

1.2.1 Development of cohesion policy and its territorial implications

Cohesion is a relatively broad concept, addressed by multiple disciplines without a precise
definition to refer to. Looking at its societal meaning, the Collins dictionary provides a definition
that serves an overall understanding by stating that “[i]f there is cohesion within a society,
organization, or group, the different members fit together well and form a united whole” (Collins
Dictionary, 2022). Being a very general scientific term it is not associated to a particular theory or
school of thought, a given subject, level of analysis or academic discipline (Siebold, 1999).
Addressed early in behavioural and social sciences, it can also be understood as a basic bond in
groups (Piper et al., 1983). However, with the evolution of EU policy, the concept of cohesion was
introduced as a mutual guiding term to promote and support the balanced development of
European regions. Codified in European documents, at least since the adoption of the Maastricht
Treaty, the EU has set its objectives towards the “strengthening of economic and social cohesion”

(CEC, 1992: 7).

Nonetheless, the Commission of the European Communities (CEC) early studies soon
acknowledged that economic, social and spatial dimensions of cohesion are interlinked (CEC,
1991, 1995). Amid growing concerns regarding regional imbalances, the aim to reduce disparities
between the levels of development within various regions came into policy focus (CEC, 1992),
building the basis for its present understanding in spatial discussions. Growing interconnectivity
between EU Member States, fuelled by transport and mobility growth, new communication
technologies, the competition of the single market and the economic and monetary union, has led
to fundamental challenges for national spatial development and planning. As such, these
challenges were no longer separable from macroregional territorial debates. Referring to wider
spatial dynamics, the CEC called for cooperative cross-border action early on to tackle the
development of disadvantaged areas (CEC, 1995). Addressing the uneven spatial dynamics
between old and new Member States in particular, the benefits of collaborating on spatial
development issues across national boundaries received stronger recognition through mutual
initiatives (Diihr et al., 2007). This also raised the awareness for territorial linkages and the need
for coordinated action as a precondition for cohesion. Growing concerns regarding negative
impacts of factors such as globalisation, liberalisation and increased competition on the
development of European regions finally led to the emergence of territorial cohesion as a central
European planning objective during the 1990s (Nordregio et al., 2007). Acknowledging the spatial
dimension of cohesion, alongside economic and social cohesion, territorial cohesion was
introduced in the Amsterdam Treaty (CEC, 1997). Although territorial cohesion was addressed

from the second cohesion report on (CEC, 2001b), it took a while until it was also formally




included as third pillar of cohesion policy in the course of the Lisbon Treaty (CEC, 2007b).

With the spatial dimension of cohesion gaining influence in debates on European development it
became understood as an opposing process to regional weaknesses and lingering disparities (CEC,
2007a, 2017a). However, less ‘fashionable’ at first, through being a mostly reactive and self-
centred policy, concerned with the internal structure of the EU and to a lesser degree with a global
perspective, it was often considered intangible (Nordregio et al, 2007). Strongly combining
notions of spatial development and planning from two diverging planning traditions, namely the
French (focussed on territorial disparities) and the German (focused on coordinating spatial
impacts of sectoral policies), further added to conceptual unclarity of territorial cohesion
(Davoudi, 2005). Considering that the EU is bound to three principles determining how and in
what areas it may act, namely conferred authority, proportionality and subsidiarity, it has
moreover only limited powers to guide regional policy across the Member States (EC, 2022). With
the policy’s implementation bound to multi-level governance and regional coordination
processes, territorial cohesions complexity encountered different regional frameworks across
Europe. Nevertheless, being an important investment policy, it has significantly gained relevance
in regional development decisions by providing financial instruments for selected European
investment priorities. This is especially the case for economically weaker regions, partially

dependent on external territorial funding.

Reflecting upon the academic discussion on territorial cohesion to date, a much discussed aspect
is that the concept remains relatively fuzzy and vague (Diihr et al., 2007; Faludi, 2007; Abrahams,
2014; Medeiros, 2016; Crescenzi and Giua, 2020). Lacking a common understanding it has been
referred to as a policy ‘black box’ (Zonneveld and Waterhout, 2005) and accompanied by calls for
further definition and greater transparency in order to assess its actual territorial impacts and
added value (van Well, 2012; Medeiros, 2014, 2016; Zaucha and Boéhme, 2019). Still, some
empirical studies emphasized the essential, functional role played by fuzzy concepts. Arguing that,
despite lacking conceptual clarity, these approaches can provide a plan and serve as a strategy to
evade potential implementation barriers by functioning as a bridging concept in “which there is
something for everybody” (Faludi, 2007: 666; Abrahams, 2014). Faludi (2001) identifies the
advantage of ‘fuzziness’ in enabling planning concepts to become adaptable in different ways,
working within existing or emerging policy frameworks. However, fuzziness also hampers the

comparability of supra-regional interventions and planning coordination (Markusen, 1999).

Despite a number of attempts to clarify the concept by relating it to aspects such as good
governance, regional competitiveness, sustainable and balanced development, territorial
coordination and networking (Faludi, 2006, 2007; Medeiros, 2016), the challenge remains to

translate the concept into an understandable, coherent term, guiding territorial action. Many




scholars focused their analysis on economic indicators due to the ease of comparison (Sala-i-
Martin, 1996; Niebuhr and Stiller, 2003; Tvrdon, 2012; 2019), turning to economic models like
the input-output analysis (Medeiros, 2016). Territorial cohesion was also addressed by using two
essentialist models: the tree and the storyline model (Abrahams, 2014). While the tree model tries
to generate composite indicators, defining the central concept and branching out across its
dimensions, the storyline model analyses essential traits common to the concept in policy
documents and its wider contexts (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003; Faludi and Waterhout, 2006; OECD,
2008). Though these approaches still appear to be dominant in the discussion on the
understanding of territorial cohesion, Abrahams (2014) points out that conceptual definitions
might be an inadequate method for understanding and assessing the concept in territorial
practice. He argues, that these models are unable to explain what the concept ‘does’ in different
territorial contexts (Abrahams, 2014) and calls for more pragmatic approaches and stronger

context-specific studies.

1.2.2 Sustainability and spatial justice as frameworks for regional analysis

The academic discussion on sustainable development and spatial justice was strongly shaped
through the postcolonial turn in the humanities. Thereby, after a phase of decolonisation, various
academic debates started to address long-term structuring of global relations by colonialism,
decolonization and neo-colonialist trends as well as hegemonic, Eurocentric and imperial
discourses (Bachmann-Medick, 2016). This has spurred justice-oriented debates on the
distribution of resources and power, as well as the (over-)exploitation of people and the
environment. With that, the concept of spatial justice evolved and provided a motif for radical
spatial thought (Barnett, 2016). Taking firstly a perspective on social justice, it was used to
evaluate the distribution of wealth, personal freedoms and individual opportunities (Pirie, 1983).
Since 1968 theorists like Lefebvre (1970) responded stronger to structural anti-capitalist
struggles, calling for a just society. Addressing the role of equity in spatial development,
geographers such as Harvey (1976) or Pirie (1983) followed these ideas and laid the corner stone
for studies on the manifestation of spatial justice, building on Rawl’s ‘Theory of Justice’ (1971).
Economists, such as Sen (1999), then prominently referred this idea as the ‘process of expanding
overall human freedoms’, connecting it to the very ideas of fairness, equity and interpersonal well-
being. Joining the interdisciplinary conceptual discussion, development and planning theories,
like Feinstein’s The Just City (Fainstein, 2010) or Soja’s Seeking Spatial Justice (Soja, 2010), started
to argue for two key positions shaping later discussions. Seeing the need to interrogate how space
influences injustice (Fainstein, 2001), the first argument evolved around the notion that space is
notamere ‘container’ for socio-economic processes (Soja, 2011). Secondly, what is perceived just’
varies across social space, therefore individuals and groups should be enabled to define justice for

themselves (Storper, 2011). The concept closely aligns with the capabilities approach to




development, introduced by Sen and Nussbaum (Sen, 2010; Nussbaum, 2013), conceptualising
development through what people have the capability to be and to do (Storper, 2011). Identifying
the problem in the dominance of neo-liberal development approaches, capabilities and spatial
justice proponents criticise the use of macroeconomic indicators like GDP to measure societal
well-being and development (Boarini et al., 2006; Kjell, 2011; Nussbaum, 2013; Davies, 2014).
Challenging orthodox views on continued economic growth, this perspective also aligns with
debates on sustainable development (Stiglitz et al.,, 2010; Jackson, 2011; Petschow et al., 2018),
the environment (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996; Faburel, 2012) and de-growth (Rosa and Henning,
2017; Schmid, 2019; Hickel and Kallis, 2020). In the wake of these discussions, a strong
environmental justice perspective has emerged (Sandler and Pezzullo, 2007; Pye et al, 2008;

Mohai et al., 2009; Faburel, 2012; Schlosberg and Collins, 2014).

With sustainable development emerging as a policy goal, put on a global scale by the Brundtland
Commission (WCED, 1987) and further shaped by the UN’s Rio Conference’s Agenda 21 (UN,
1992) and the Paris Agreement’s Sustainable Development Goals (UNFCCC, 2015), the academic
focus on the interplays between processes and systems has grown . Nevertheless, keeping mostly
a ‘meeting the needs’ orientation (Anand, 2007), development approaches rarely account for the
social context in which individuals act in. Calling for a capabilities orientation in planning and
development, some studies started to argue for a change of perspective, paying more attention to
relational and agency-driven dynamics as well as to local empowerment (Fukuda-Parr, 2003;
Lehtonen, 2004; Kurath et al., 2018). With the emerging orientation towards transparency and
applicability of supra-national policies (OECD, 2008; Barca, 2009), especially at the European
level, a stronger context specific focus on regions appeared, increasingly reflecting on local actors
and governance processes (Holman, 2009; Rutten and Boekema, 2012; Bachtrogler et al., 2020).
However, European development is steered mostly top-down through the Member States’ mutual
interests, structured through the EU Commission’s position and strategy documents, with
regional bodies having mostly an advisory role (Domorenok, 2009). Sustainable development as
an explicit European policy strategy emerged in the turn of the millennium, with the Lisbon
Strategy (CEC, 2001c) and the Gothenburg Strategy (CEC, 2001a) announcing ‘competitive and
sustainable development’ as the two overarching development principles (Nordregio et al., 2007).
Aiming for "the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world" (CEC,
2001c: 1) while simultaneously claiming that “economic growth, social cohesion and
environmental protection must go hand in hand” (CEC, 2001a: 2), both strategies formed the
present understanding that growth, sustainability and social cohesion can be achieved at the same
time through appropriate policy measures and innovation. However, present aims for ‘green
growth’, understood as economic growth and sustainable development at the same time, follow a

rather contradictory concept, unlikely to lead towards just and balanced territorial pathways




(Schmid, 2019; Hickel and Kallis, 2020).

With the ‘Europeanisation’ of regional and urban policy, a shift in favour of (especially urban-
Jregional growth and global-local competitiveness solidified (Diihr et al, 2007; Tvrdon, 2012;
Rauhut and Humer, 2020). European key documents on territorial cohesion, such as the European
Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) (CEC, 1999) or the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion
(CEC, 2008), solidified the belief that economic growth spreads evenly from global to regional
urban centres, trickling down to medium-sized cities, to finally spill over to their peripheral
hinterlands. Nevertheless, as Rahut and Humer (2020) point out, these are trajectories in
economic thought. Agglomeration economies are increasingly cut loose locally, therefore lacking
the expected distributional effects to their surroundings while at the same time fuelling inter- and
intra-regional imbalances (Sassen, 2001; Luukkonen, 2010; Tvrdon, 2012; Mulicek and Maly,
2019). Considering present regional disparities (CEC, 2017b), it becomes apparent that spatial
policies tend to overlook localised inequities arising from global market dynamics and regional
competition - let alone finding adequate responses to pending environmental and climate related
challenges. Inequity, and thus inequality resulting from the different access to resources, is
strongly linked to spatial and environmental aspects and therefore challenges the balanced
development of territories (Faburel, 2012). Therefore, dysfunctional growth dynamics continue
to provide economic growth for some regions while failing to positively contribute to the
wellbeing of others. European cohesion policy needs to move away from redistributive or
compensatory logics towards more justice and capabilities-oriented, relational approaches to

territorial development and planning.




2 Study conceptualisation

2.1 Study design

2.1.1 Research objectives

Given that the ongoing focus on regional competitiveness continues to reproduce polarisation,
disparities and an uneven spatial development, the present thesis aims to contribute to the
academic discussion on how to move towards more inclusive, just and sustainable territorial
development. Considering that present discussions on European cohesion rarely address what
the concept actually ‘does’ in regional practice, by mostly analysing only a specific case without
taking into account its wider interconnections, a more systemic, holistic perspective, analysing
the connection between local practices, regional processes and the wider discourse shaping

dynamics is needed.

Therefore, the research objectives aim to (1) trace the regional policy translation of European
territorial cohesion with a focus on the actors, to (2) look at the context-specific dynamics of
cohesion policy’s implementation in a heterogeneous territorial setting and to (3) identify future
opportunities to move towards more spatially just and sustainable transitions in European
territorial development. The leading research question is branching out into three sub-questions,

that are answered through the three thesis publications.
The guiding research question and its three sub-questions are as follows:

How is the concept of European Territorial Cohesion being translated into regional
practice and what is the missing link to spatial justice and sustainable transitions?

Research question I:
How is territorial cohesion being translated into different EU territorial contexts and what are

the dynamics accompanying these processes?

Research question II:
With the continuance of unequal social, economic and environmental development dynamics
across Europe, can the spatial justice approach serve as an alternative to present perspectives

on European territorial development?

Research question III:
What is the current framing of development and sustainability in European territorial policy and

what is the potential missing link to sustainable transitions and spatial justice?




2.1.2 Study phases
The study conceptualisation combines an inductive and deductive approach, looking firstly at
context specific regional aspects of cohesion. It then turns towards the overall dynamics shaping

territorial responses. It is structured along three main study phases.

The first study phase focused on the regional actors through case-study research, using a multiple-
case design and focussing on three European Interreg V-A cross-border cooperation programmes:
Austria-Czech Republic, Slovakia-Austria and Austria-Hungary. Holding semi-structured
interviews with selected national, regional and Interreg programme relevant stakeholders in
Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary, the analysis firstly looked at the overall
understanding and the different expectations regarding the territorial cohesion process in a cross-
border development setting. To show the evolvement of the conceptual understanding over time,
an analysis of written stakeholder feedback was added, collected and stored in the form of an
online consultation (2009) on the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion by the European

Commission.

The second study phase was concerned with regional processes in the case-region. Therefore,
NUTS 2 GDP data was examined to display the uneven development between national centre
regions and inner peripheries between 2006 and 2017. Also, strategic implementation documents
for the three Interreg programs were analysed, reflecting on a set of development priorities and
their targeted regional impacts in the border regions. Coming back to the conducted stakeholder
interviews, further aspects of the semi-structured interviews were analysed, concerned with the
regional problem definition, implementation and stakeholder expectations for territorial
cohesion post-2020. Through taking that perspective, regional guiding principles and actual
development dynamics were discussed against the concepts of sustainable development and

spatial justice.

Finally, the third and final study-phase took a wider perspective on the overall dynamics shaping
regional development responses. It was directed towards the past and present funding period’s
framing of European cohesion, territorial and environmental development. Thereby, a framing
analysis was conducted on selected European strategic documents and regulations. Assuming that
a certain policy framing is creating specific understandings of what is considered as ‘good
development’ and therefore unintendedly reproducing uneven spatial dynamics, the study asked

for the potential missing link towards sustainable and just transitions in European regions.




Table 1 - Research structure and publications.

Focus on the actors. Focus on the process. Focus on the framing.
Publication I Publication II Publication III

Related to RQ 1: Related to RQ 2: Related to RQ 3:

Analysis of local Investigation of regional Analysis of past and present
governance and conceptual development processes in framing of sustainability and
translation of territorial the case region and spatial justice in European
cohesion in the case- discussion of spatial justice strategy documents on
region. and sustainability in policy cohesion, territorial and

implementation documents.  environmental development.

2.2 Data and methodology

2.2.1 Caseregion

In order to show the local dynamics of cohesion a case-study research was conducted using a
multiple-case design (Seawright and Gerring, 2008; Yin, 2014). To reflect on regional
heterogeneity as a factor for the European cohesion process the area of the three Interreg V-A
cooperation programmes (Interreg Austria—Czech Republic, Interreg Slovakia-Austria, Interreg
Austria-Hungary) was chosen, representing the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region

(see Figure 1).

This area stretches across four European Member States with different historical and
development backgrounds. It unites an EU 15-member state (Austria joined the EU in 1995) with
three of the EU 8 states (joining in 2004) in the course of the EU eastern enlargement. The region
is characterised by high linguistic diversity and different spatial planning backgrounds
(centralised vs. federal). Its regional history ranges from close cooperation during the Austro-
Hungarian Empire (1867-1918) to total separation (starting from the 1950s on) at the Austrian
border during the Soviet era. The region was reconnected in 1989 following the fall of the Iron
Curtain and started to interlink again due to the 2004 EU enlargement and the 2007 Schengen
Agreement. Nevertheless, the borderlands are still mostly categorised as inner peripheries
(ESPON, 2017) and characterised both by their long separation, and the challenges of rurality and

low population density (except for the Vienna - Bratislava corridor).
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Figure 1 - Case study region (own illustration).

2.2.2 Data and methods
Given the different perspectives the study has taken on the case region, a mixed-methods

approach was chosen for the present analysis.

The multifaceted approach combined literature analysis, stakeholder interviews, an analysis of
relevant documents and regional development indicators (Boyatzis, 1998; Silverman, 2006).
Furthermore, a framing analysis on strategic European communications for cohesion, territorial
and environmental development was conducted to give a holistic perspective on the dynamics

shaping the regional discourses (Shmueli, 2008).

Table 2 gives an overview on the data used and methodology applied to address the three research

questions.
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Table 2 - Methods and data used for analysis.

Method Description
. Analysis of academic discussions on
Literature y
analysis: Territorial cohesion, territorial governance, spatial justice, organisational

learning, regional transition and sustainable development.

Primary data  Semi-structured stakeholder interviews with
collection and

Tsis* National, regional and Interreg programme representatives in Austria,
analysis*:

Czechia, Slovakia and Hungary (n = 25) conducted in 2018.

Regional development indicators analysis
- EUROSTAT data (2019) of NUTS 2 regional development between
2006 - 2017 in Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary.
- European ‘Country Fact Sheets’ on Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia
and Hungary (EC, 20153, 2015b, 2015c, 2015d).
Document analysis of
- Interreg cooperation programme documents (Interreg AT-CZ, 2015;
Interreg SK-AT, 2015; Interreg AT-HU, 2018b).
- Interreg programme implementation reports (Interreg AT-HU,
2018a; Interreg SK-AT, 2018a; Interreg AT-CZ, 2019).
- Interreg evaluation plans (Interreg AT-HU, 2016; Interreg AT-CZ,
Secondary 2018; Interreg SK-AT, 2018b).
data analysis: - Online consultation: Austrian, Czech, Slovakian and Hungarian
written online statements (collected in 2009) on the national
perceptions of territorial cohesion (n = 11), published by the
European Commission (Inforegio, 2011).
- Strategic European cross-border cooperation regulations (CEC,
2013c; EC, 2017).
Framing analysis of European cohesion, territorial and environmental
strategic documents
- Cohesion Policy Common Provision Regulation 1303/2013 and
1060/2021 (CEC, 20134, 2021).
- Territorial Agenda 2020 and 2030 (CEC, 2011, 2020b).
- European 7th and 8th Environmental Action Programme (CEC,
2013b, 2020a).

*The interview data used for publication I and II were collected by the author and generated in the course
of the Danube-University Krems research project ECOnet - Economic and political development in rural
areas (2017-2019) in cooperation with the University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences, Vienna, BOKU.
The research was co-funded by the Federal State of Lower Austria and by the University of Natural

Resources and Life Sciences, Vienna, BOKU.
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3 Publications overview and summary

3.1 Overview of the publications

The thesis addresses the research questions through three scientific publications:

Table 3 - Overview of the journal publications.

Publications Publication Journal 5-Year
Year Impact
Factor
(2020)
Publication I 2020 European 4.089
Planning
Demeterova, Barbara; Goodwin-Hawkins, Studies

Bryonny; Fischer, Tatjana* (2020):

Conceptualisations of Territorial cohesion in
Central European border regions. In: European
Planning Studies; Vol. 28, Issue 12, p. 2287-2306.
Reviewed, published.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692

Publication II 2020 Sustainability 3.473

Demeterova, Barbara; Fischer, Tatjana*;
Schmude, Jiirgen (2020):

The Right to Not Catch Up - Transitioning
European Territorial Cohesion Towards Spatial
Justice for Sustainability. In: Sustainability, 12
(11):4797. Special Issue on Sustainable Territorial
Development; Reviewed, published.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114797

Publication III 2023 Regional 5.444

Studies
Demeterova, Barbara (2023):

Assessing regional capabilities-oriented
approaches for European just and sustainable
transitions. In: Regional Studies, Special Issue on:
EU Cohesion Policy towards Territorial cohesion?
(Resubmitted. CRES-2022-0599.R1).

*corresponding author
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3.2 Publication summary in relation to the research questions

3.2.1 Publication I - Local governance and conceptual translation of territorial
cohesion

The first article addressed the first research question, interested in how territorial cohesion is
being translated into different EU territorial contexts and what dynamics accompany these
processes. Taking an actor centred perspective, it identified a potential challenge for the policy
implementation due to the of lack of common conceptual understanding. With territorial cohesion
being referred to as a policy ‘black box’ (Zonneveld and Waterhout, 2005; Faludi, 2016), unable to
navigate coordinated territorial processes, it also pointed towards the lack of a widely accepted
methodology (Evers, 2012; Medeiros, 2016; Dao et al.,, 2017). Since scientific approaches rarely
address context-specific aspects of territorial cohesion, the study examined how territorial
cohesion is being understood and applied in a complex, cross-border setting. The guiding research
objective, therefore was to assess regional stakeholders’ understanding of territorial cohesion and
its added value for regional development, reflecting upon the respective conditions that shape the

territorial configuration of the concept.

The study focused on the three European Interreg cross-border cooperation programmes in the
Central European, Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region. Choosing a multiple-case
design, it aimed to account for the different regional dynamics in a heterogeneous setting. Tracing
what the concept ‘does’ (Abrahams, 2014) or should do, the article examined the implementing
actors’ understanding and translation of the concept. Therefore, it firstly looked at selected
national statements on the understanding of territorial cohesion, given in a European Commission
online consultation (2009) by national ministries, regional authorities and NGOs in Austria, Czech
Republic, Slovakia and Hungary. Secondly, it analysed the conducted stakeholder interviews
(2018), held with officials from national, federal and regional authorities involved in all three
Interreg V-A programmes in the case region, as well as additional representatives from ministries

and regional planning agencies.

The results showed that the stakeholder translation of territorial cohesion is structured along
three key dimensions, namely a relational, economic, and a social dimension. These three
dimensions describe how territorial cohesion is understood and configured in relation to a given
space, varying in different territorial contexts. Mirroring the long national separation within the
case study region, in relational, economic, social and administrative terms, the ‘added value’ of
territorial cohesion is strongly conceptualised along the relational dimension, as a precondition
for economic and social cohesion. Furthermore, the results displayed that considerable
disconnects in both the understanding of ‘what territorial cohesion should do’ and its

implementation, persist at multiple levels. While regional stakeholders overwhelmingly
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expressed the wish for greater conceptual clarification from the European Commission, they
simultaneously benefit from the translation of the concept in accordance with their own regional
needs. However, as a fuzzy conceptualisation secures territorial cohesion’s broader acceptance, it
also tends to increase a policy language that refers to general regional processes. This fails to
account for individual or collective action and responsibilities and thereby displaces the actors
from the process (Callon, 1984). With intensified pressure to justify territorial cohesion’s ‘added
value’ for territorial development, the search for comparable indicators intensified notably in the
past decade. But, considering the different understandings of the concept and the often
inadequate ‘one size fits all’ indicators for regional processes, the comparability of reported
programme data was put under question. Especially in territorial contexts where relational
aspects of cohesion are perceived as the greatest added value for development, the dominant
quantitative indicators are unlikely to reflect the concept’s ‘softer’ practical effects in the region.
Although more bottom-up, participatory approaches gained policy attention, the concept’s
fuzziness is likely to suppress agency and causality and thus hinder actual change processes.
ADOPTION OF FUZZY

UMBRELLA CONCEPTS TO
SECURE ACCEPTANCE

DEFINITIONAL IMPOSSIBILITY
AND DATA INCOMPARABILITY

APPROACHES, USE OF
'PROCESS LANGUAGE', NON-

PROCESS ORIENTED POLICY
OPERATIONALIZABILITY

COHESION
—— POLICY

TRANSLATIONS OF EU POLICY DISPLACEMENT OF ACTORS,
TO NATIONAL CONTEXTS AND ACTIONS AND AGENTS
BACK

CONFUSION OVER USE, AIM
AND SCOPE OF EU POLICY,
GROWING ROLL-OUT
NATIONALISM/SCEPTICISM

SUPPRESSION OF AGENCY AND
CAUSALITY, MISSING
RESPONSIBILITY FOR CHANGE

Figure 2 - Process of cohesion policy ‘fuzziness’ (own illustration).

Overall, the article concluded that multiple cohesion policy translations have produced dynamics
that create a circular process through which the fuzziness of territorial cohesion policies is
reproduced (Figure 2). Cyclical dynamics arise from the formulation of process-oriented
approaches and lead to the displacement of actors, actions and agents, suppressing agency and
causality. As confusion and scepticism over territorial cohesion’s aims and scope manifests

amongst the actors, multiple expert translations into national policy contexts are generated, and
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fed back to EU level, thus creating a persistent definitional impossibility and even more fuzziness.
This cyclical process of policy ‘fuzziness’ requires the continued use of fuzzy umbrella concepts
by the European Commission to secure territorial cohesion’s acceptance, again leading towards
displacement, non-comparable outcomes and an increased misunderstanding. This in turn is

likely to also add to general EU policy scepticism.

Thereby, the article demonstrated the context-dependency of territorial cohesion translation and
its continuous conceptual fuzziness in the case region. With a strong relational added value for
the regions, the actors’ perspective hints towards the multiple relational dynamics accompanying

the policy implementation process, not reflected in present policy documents.
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3.2.2 Publication II - Regional development processes, spatial justice and
sustainability

The second article dealt with the continuance of unequal social, economic and environmental
development dynamics across Europe, despite cohesion policy efforts. Directed at the second
research question, it focussed on the processes in the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border
region and investigated whether the spatial justice approach can serve as an alternative to present
perspectives on sustainable territorial development. Picking up on the argument for regional
“right to difference” (Young, 1990), it reflected upon the spatial dimension of justice and the role
oflocal capabilities (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Dikec, 2001). Acknowledging that there appears to
be tensions between measurement-based, growth-oriented cohesion logics and local
development, the aim was to point out why current European policies seem to fail to induce
sustainable transformations. Also, with the present green growth approach of the European Union
through its European Green Deal (CEC, 2019), post- and degrowth debates served as a starting
point for further considerations (Schmid, 2019; Hickel and Kallis, 2020). The research objective
was to demonstrate the tensions of present growth-oriented policy objectives with regards to
European cohesion and sustainable development, while also identifying actual implementation
challenges. Choosing again the example of Interreg cross-border cooperation programmes, the
article examined ‘spatial justice’ as a concept for European territorial development and

sustainable transitions.

Methodologically a descriptive data analysis of regional development indicators was combined
with a document analysis and stakeholder interviews. Looking firstly at comparable GDP data,
economic territorial development between regional centres and peripheries was investigated in
the case region. Secondly, strategic documents for the three Interreg programmes
implementation, such as the official cooperation programme documents, the evaluation plans and
the 2018 Annual Implementation Reports (AIR), were investigated to trace the focus setting and
territorial processes in the border regions. Finally, coming back to the conducted stakeholder
interviews, the overall regional problem definitions, implementation logics, and expectations for

territorial cohesion post-2020 was assessed to include the local beliefs guiding regional processes.

The results demonstrated that the three programmes thematic focuses display similar
development needs, although with slightly different priority settings for investments. However,
when it comes to sustainable and environmental development, there appeared to be a ‘creative
leeway’ to cover multiple, more performance-oriented agendas (e. g. tourism) under the same
objectives. Nevertheless, the different implementation states of the cooperation programmes
pointed towards more underlying heterogeneous regional dynamics not addressed through the
AIR. With that, the reports seemed to reflect only limitedly on the programs’ success beyond the

general programme performance. Moreover, the different evaluation approaches raised questions
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on the general comparability of the reported programme data. Still, with all three programmes
reflecting societal (well-being), economic (cohesion) and environmental (sustainability) aspects
of cohesion, they comprised also clear justice and sustainability components while combining

principles of action, integration and ethics for sustainable development (Figure 3).

SUSTAINABLE

DEVELOPMENT PRINCIPLE OF
INTEGRATION
COHESION
Economy
PRINCIPLE OF SUSTAINABILITY
ACTION Environment
WELLBEING PRINCIPLE OF
Society ETHICS

Figure 3 - Aspects of cohesive development (own illustration).

Overall, reflecting on the stakeholder statements, tensions between the current programme’s
logics and local capabilities for development became apparent. Picking up Nussbaum’s (2013)
critique on macroeconomic synthetic indicators to measure developmental progress, the article
found that the current representation of development ‘success’ more likely allows the
maintenance of the regional status quo rather than serving actual change processes. Taking into
account the empirical findings, the study also observed a strong resource distribution-oriented
logic of European policy aims, rather than a capabilities orientation. However, showing that
regional diversity creates uneven territorial impacts, it illustrated the context and scale
dependency of the cohesion measures in the analysed regions and questioned the effectiveness of
uniform policy interventions for sustainable development. With present development measures
not being able to mitigate the continuance of existing spatial inequalities across the investigated
border regions, the analysed data indicated that using growth-driven approaches for development
further fail to adequately capture all dimensions of territorial cohesion at the regional scale. More
likely, the regional dynamics indicate a catch-up-driven struggle for locational competition.
Proclaiming the ‘right to not catch up’ as a thought experiment that interlinks spatial justice and
territorial sustainability, the study joined long-running critiques on territorial cohesion’s

implementation and measurement and increasing dissatisfaction with business-as-usual models.

The spatial justice approach therefore shows potential to better reflect horizontal aspects (e. g.

access to and provision of resources) as well as vertical aspects of justice (e. g. participation, self-
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determination and power relations) by focussing on regional capabilities. Supporting the right to
difference, a spatial justice perspective would therefore better account for non-linear regional
transition processes under a post-growth paradigm. The study thus stated the need for a
reframing and rescaling of what is considered successful development for more balanced
processes across European regions and detected a turn towards spatial justice as a promising

alternative to present visions on sustainable territorial development.
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4.1.1 Publication III - The framing of sustainability and spatial justice in European
strategy documents on cohesion, territorial and environmental
development

With the tendency of European cohesion policy to continuously turn towards growth-oriented
answers to regional needs, the article critically looked at the framing of present discourses
towards sustainable development. Building on the second article’s observation that a
reorientation on what is being considered successful development is needed, the study
investigates European cohesion and environmental policy goal setting for territorial
development. With European policy measures’ steadily growing orientation towards
performance, it joins Pike’s et al. (2007) critique that this risks reducing social, environmental and

territorial challenges to easy to address, measurable and solely technical questions.

Arguing that breaking free from outdated patterns (Beer & Clower, 2020) and adopting novel
development visions, in line with dynamic regional and global needs, is a challenging task, the
article aimed to investigate present development discourses in the context of territorial cohesion,
justice and sustainability. With the need for collective action to tackle societal, economic and
environmental challenges, it took an interdisciplinary perspective. Investigating Science and
Technology Studies perspectives (Kurath et al, 2018) on relational planning it also discussed
Organisational Psychology perspectives on ‘learning goals’ (Dweck, 1986, 1999) and on
‘knowledge for action’ (Argyris, 1993), related to the mobilisation of actors and resilient
development responses. The research objective aimed to show the current framing of
development and sustainability in policy documents and addressing the potential missing link to
effective sustainable transitions and spatial justice in European environmental as well as

territorial strategies.

The study carried out a framing analysis on past and present key communications and strategy
documents in relation to their framing of sustainable development in European regions.
Conducting a qualitative content analysis (Silverman, 2006) on selected documents, the study
looked at European cohesion policy regulations and framework documents for sustainable
territorial development and action (Common Provisions Regulation, European Territorial Agenda
and the Environmental Action Programme). In order to demonstrate the framing process over
time, former and current documents have been investigated, discussing both the past (2014-
2020) and present (2021-2027) cohesion funding period orientation. Using the framing analysis
approach as a conceptual and analytic tool (Shmueli, 2008), the approach, similar to discourse
analysis but stronger practice- and comparison-oriented, helps to understand complex settings
by dealing with power imbalances, differing perceptions, underlying values, goals and avenues of
compromise (Druckman, 2004). Through a process of simplification, it filters perceptions and

defines fields of vision on relevant considerations in the decision-making and action process. For
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the document analysis, following Shmueli’s (2008) categorisation, five central framing categories
have been selected, namely, understanding, goalsetting, problematisation, solution/action and the
characterisation of progress, to assess the framing of present development approaches towards

sustainable development and justice.

The results showed that the first frame was strongly structured along understanding sustainable
development either as distributive balance, spatial justice or systemic transition (see Figure 4).
When it comes to goalsetting and prioritisation, the initial understanding of development guided
the further framing process, revealing a focus towards growth and competitiveness, territorial
integration and coherence and synergies. Though addressing multiple fields for action, the general
problematisation was mostly framed through the lenses of territorial disparities, insufficient
cooperation and coordination, or as a deficient knowledge and inaction. Taking the framing of
mobilisation and solution approaches, the rhetoric was structured along the need for financial
management, ensuring synergies and multi-level-governance as well as pointing towards a need
for stronger knowledge and capacity building. The characterisation of progress, as the last
category investigated, appeared to be framed along territorial performance, the territorial

impacts, and the overall well-being of ownership-centred approaches to development.
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DEVELOPMENT AND BALANCE AND

SPATIAL JUSTICE SYSTEMIC TRANSITION
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Figure 4 - Framing of sustainable development (own illustration).

Overall, the documents, therefore, appeared to frame sustainable and just development either as
a (i) management of resources, (ii) a coordinative task or (iii) as a process of taking informed
actions. This understanding then further guided their focus on identity and value setting, the
phrasing of goals, problematisation, process and mobilisation as well as the characterisation of
development progress. However, to support a long-term spatial transition process which is, by
definition open-ended, the article concludes that regional policy must reintroduce an emphasis on

the ‘means’ (understood as the implementation dynamics and actions), rather than the ‘ends’, (the
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regional performance outcomes) of policy measures. Considering the present societal,
environmental, cohesion and health challenges, a reorientation from managing resources to
fostering learning and collective action are being considered an adequate response for realistic,

context and process-sensitive responses, where the change process becomes the targeted goal.

The article therefore concluded that taking a stronger emphasis on ‘learning goals’, instead of the
presently promoted ‘performance goals’ in European spatial and environmental policies, would
allow for a more equal emphasis on all three sustainable development frames. Rather than
following a dominant management and coordination preference, learning goals’ would open new
perspectives on process, capabilities and collective action-oriented approaches to territorial
development. By pointing out these findings, the article also argued that stronger learning-
oriented approaches can serve as the potential missing link to sustainable and just transitions in

European spatial policies.
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Publication I

Demeterova, Barbara; Goodwin-HawKkins, Bryonny; Fischer, Tatjana* (2020):

Conceptualisations of Territorial cohesion in Central European border regions. In:
European Planning Studies; Vol. 28, Issue 12, p. 2287-2306. Reviewed, published.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692

Publication II

Demeterova, Barbara; Fischer, Tatjana*; Schmude, Jiirgen (2020):

The Right to Not Catch Up - Transitioning European Territorial Cohesion Towards
Spatial Justice for Sustainability. In: Sustainability, 12 (11):4797. Special Issue on
Sustainable Territorial Development; Reviewed, published.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114797

Publication III

Demeterova, Barbara (2023):

Assessing regional capabilities-oriented approaches for European just and sustainable
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5.1 Conceptualisations of territorial cohesion in Central European

border regions

Demeterova, Barbara; Goodwin-Hawkins, Bryonny; Fischer, Tatjana (2020):
Conceptualisations of Territorial Cohesion in Central European border regions. In: European

Planning Studies; Vol. 28, Issue 12, p. 2287-2306.

The first article was published in 2020 in the Taylor and Francis Journal European Planning
Studies and addressed the first research question while paving the ground for the following

research.

Author contributions: Conceptualisation, B.D.; T.F.; B.G.H; methodology, B.D.; software B.D.;
validation, B.D; formal analysis, B.D.; investigation, B.D.; resources, B.D. and T.F.; writing—original
draft preparation, B.D.; writing—review and editing, B.D., T.F. and B.G.H.; visualization, B.D.;

supervision, T.F.; project administration, B.D.; funding acquisition, B.D. and T.F.

This is an ‘Author’s Accepted Manuscript (AM)/Author’s Original Manuscript’ of an article published
by Taylor & Francis Group in European Planning Studies on 20 January 2020, available online:
https://www.tandfonline.com/ [https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692].
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Despite decades of spending, Cohesion Policy appears unable to Received 6 December 2019
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create a circular process, we conclude that this process leads

towards non-comparable outcomes, increased misunderstanding,

while fuelling EU scepticism.

Introduction

Overcoming the challenge of uneven development and boosting economic growth has long
been seen as crucial to the European project. Through Cohesion Policy, the EU has long
promised to ‘give to the people of Europe [a] unique blend of economic well-being, social
cohesiveness and high overall quality of life’ (CEC, 1994, p. 1). Nevertheless, growing
inter-regional socio-economic disparities across Europe (CEC, 2017b) have left some
places ‘behind’ and perhaps ‘fuelled their revenge’ (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018) through populist
politics and rising anti-EU nationalism. In regions where Cohesion’s positive rhetoric
smacks into the lived realities of unemployment and deprivation, ‘What has the EU done
for us?’ expresses the socio-political zeitgeist. In such a divisive context, Cohesion’s third
pillar, Territorial Cohesion, is ever more crucial to the European project.

Since first appearing in the Treaty of Amsterdam (CEC, 1997), Territorial Cohesion
has, however, turned into a kind of policy ‘black box’ (Zonneveld & Waterhout, 2005,
p. 15) - its conceptual implications growing ever wider without common understanding
being reached (Abrahams, 2014; Dao, Plagnat Cantoreggi, & Rousseaux, 2017; Evers,
2012). Scholars have debated the merits of keeping Territorial Cohesion a ‘fuzzy’
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concept (Waterhout, 2002) ‘in which there is something for everybody’ (Faludi, 2006, p.
668). Others advocate for definition (Medeiros, 2016) and practical operationalization
(Dao et al., 2017). Abrahams (2014) sums up these different perspectives as what Territor-
ial Cohesion ‘does’ versus what Territorial Cohesion ‘is’. Although, as Abrahams (2014, p.
2136) argues, Territorial Cohesion has already been operationalized in multiple ways
within various frameworks, we question the presumption that diverse, multi-scalar oper-
ationalisations will produce outcomes that can be a posteriori recognized as “Territorial
Cohesion’.

Given that member states and regions almost inevitably understand Territorial Cohe-
sion in ways that suit their own agendas (van Well, 2012), borders particularly mark the
fractures where one understanding abuts another. With 40% of EU territory classified as
border regions (CEC, 2017a, p. 2) and sharp divides lingering between old and new
member states, national borders present a considerable challenge to cohesion processes.
Nevertheless, little research has investigated the policy’s handling and evolution in practice
and, according to Faludi (2016, p. 3), few national policy impact assessments adequately
address cross-border cohesion between national territories.

This paper aims therefore to examine how Territorial Cohesion is understood and
applied in regional development policies in a cross-border context. Taking an actor-
centred perspective to illustrate the dynamics accompanying policy implementation, we
build our case through empirical reference to three European INTERREG cross-border
cooperation programmes in the Central European Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian
border region. Based on insights from regional studies literature, we follow a mixed-
methods approach, analysing EU regional policy documents, official stakeholder
comments made on the 2009 Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion, and expert interviews
conducted with INTERREG programme representatives and regional stakeholders in the
case-study region.

Through asking, ‘how is Territorial Cohesion being translated? into different EU
territorial contexts and ‘what are the dynamics accompanying these processes? we con-
tribute to debate on the spatial dimensions of Cohesion. In contrast to previous inter-
ventions, which have directed attention to single aspects of the policy process, we take a
holistic perspective, demonstrating the tensions between EU policy making and regional
implementation. We identify ‘fuzzy’ conceptualization (Medeiros, 2016) as both the
start and end point of a cyclical process that, we argue, mitigates against sustainable
outcomes for regional development. By examining how key EU policy documents
have framed the discussion on Territorial Cohesion and analysing the differing ways
regional stakeholders interpret this vision, we illustrate how different understandings
of the concept continually reproduce ‘fuzziness’, leading to incomparable outcomes
and increased misunderstanding, which increases the risk of further fuelling negative
attitudes towards the EU.

The structure of the article is as follows. We begin with an overview of Territorial Cohe-
sion and European cross-border cooperation literature, before introducing the case-study
region. We then describe our data and methodology. The empirical sections first examine
key EU policy documents on Territorial Cohesion before analysing the differing ways
regional stakeholders interpret the concept. Finally, the discussion displays the dynamics
of the circular process we limn, before concluding on the dynamics of Territorial Cohesion
policy in practice.
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Literature review
The absence of a common understanding in European Territorial Cohesion policy

The Maastricht Treaty’s Article 130a sets an early agenda to reduce disparities in ‘levels of
development’ between European regions (CEC, 1992). So-called ‘lagging’ regions were
especially perceived to threaten Europe’s competitiveness and to financially burden net-
paying states (Jones et al., 2019). Territorial Cohesion has since been placed under the
Europe 2020 strategy’s ‘inclusive growth priority’ (CEC, 2010, p. 3) - yet the strategy
still suggests that the EU follows ‘a “growth” rather than a “development” narrative’
(Medeiros, 2016, p. 5). Following this growth-driven perspective, the Commission
measures Territorial Cohesion by comparing regional GDP data at NUTS 2 level (territor-
ial units with an average population size between 8,00,000 and 3 million), creating a map
of ‘winner’ and ‘loser’ regions, that is unlikely to change in the future due to the steadily
growing rural-urban divide (ESPON, 2017; Schoene, 2019).

Yet, while territorial cohesion has gained official status in policy documents and practical
application through GDP, explicit guidelines for the concept’s implementation have never
been developed (Medeiros, 2016, p. 4). With spatial planning outside EU competence, and
resistance from member states towards centralized regulations, binding territorial develop-
ment strategies were never the object of wider EU initiatives (Faludi, 2016, p. 3). Hence, Ter-
ritorial Cohesion remains a contested term. Mirwaldt, McMaster, and Bachtler (2008, p. v)
observe both an underlying disagreement between the Commission and the member states,
and differing views among the member states. Meanwhile, academic literature on Territorial
Cohesion has been strongly oriented towards operationalizing the concept and evaluating
the measurable ‘added value’ to European territories (see e.g. Begg, 2010; Dao et al., 2017;
Mairate, 2006; Medeiros, 2014; Medeiros, 2017; van Well, 2012; Zaucha & Béhme, 2019).
Nevertheless, attempts to develop a common understanding have not proved successful
and the policy’s regional application remains open to interpretation.

Hence lacking definition, Territorial Cohesion appears as a classic ‘fuzzy concept’ - one
which ‘posits an entity, phenomenon or process which possesses two or more alternative
meanings and thus cannot be reliably identified or applied’ (1999, p. 870). Fuzzy concepts
commonly appear in international policies, with Markusen identifying over-emphasis on
the ‘process, rather than [the] structure, agency and performance’ accompanying complex
policy issues (ibid.). Although Markusen cautions against fuzzy concepts, certain terms do
‘gain their purchase and power through ... their capacity to embrace a multitude of possible
meanings’ (Cornwall, 2007, p. 472). Some empirical studies therefore emphasize the genera-
tive function of ‘fuzziness’ (Abrahams, 2014, p. 2135; Faludi, 2007, p. 666), which enables con-
cepts to be adapted to other existing or emerging policy frameworks (Faludi, 2001). In EU
policy, such adaptability helps gain and maintain support from member states and regions,
which can adapt the policy according to localized agendas (van Well, 2012).

Hajer and Wagenaar (2003, p. 9) stress that politics takes place between organizations,
involving institutional routines and expectations as individuals are driven by a ‘logic of
appropriateness’ (March & Olsen, 1998, p. 949). Callon (1984, p. 39) further points
towards the social dimension of the policy translation process, illustrating how action
and implementation result from negotiations, displacements and adjustments. Within
these translations, interests and objectives are adopted, changed, adjusted and integrated
into action programmes, potentially becoming modified or even dissolved completely
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(ibid.). Amidst the conceptual ‘fuzziness’, the challenge is to translate Territorial Cohesion
into action, allowing for practicable planning policy across national boundaries.

Territorial cooperation in Central European borderlands

The European Commission has long advocated ‘cooperation for territorial development’
(CEC, 1995, p. 10) to support developing ‘disadvantaged’ European border regions (CEC,
1991, p. 13). In the 2014-2020 funding period ‘European Territorial Cooperation’ (ETC),
better known as INTERREG, alongside other initiatives has become one of two major
Cohesion Policy goals, alongside ‘Investment for growth and jobs’. Since 2007 INTERREG
has become an official EU policy tool to support territorial cooperation not only between
the EU-28 member states but also with neighbouring states through EU Cohesion Policy
(EC, 2019).!

At present INTERREG aims to overcome disadvantages resulting from administrative
barriers between neighbouring regions (Diihr, Stead, & Zonneveld, 2007, p. 294), and to
support cooperation across member states by funding projects that address shared chal-
lenges. ‘Cooperation’ is defined through three major strands: cross-border (INTERREG
A), transnational (INTERREG B), or interregional (INTERREG C) and supported by
the Pre-Accession (IPA) and the European Neighbourhood (ENI) Instruments.

Although the measurable impacts of cooperation on Cohesion are limited, cooperation
is understood to have qualitative impact through, for example, knowledge exchange and
cultural rapprochement (Mirwaldt et al., 2008). Indeed, horizontal and vertical
cooperation quickly emerged as one of the central means of implementing the Territorial
Cohesion agenda among member states (ibid.). Besides the philosophical aims of the
European project, cooperation has been increasingly necessitated by growing functional
interdependencies between regions, and to counteract socio-spatial ‘bordering’ and ‘other-
ing’ processes (van Houtum & van Naerssen, 2002). Nevertheless, cross-border
cooperation draws the dilemma of fuzzy concepts into particular significance, since
cooperation projects necessarily fall into more than one legislative and regulatory
context. Hence, participating regions must translate different national planning and
legal systems and different regional development strategies into one shared programme.
However, this challenge often results in diverse and context-specific interpretations
within one and the same cooperation programme (Diihr et al., 2007).

Data and methodology

To examine the dynamics of fuzzy concepts within European cooperation projects, we
trace the translation of Territorial Cohesion into a specific spatial setting: the Austrian-
Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region. The region unites an EU15 member state
(Austria joined the EU in 1995) with three of the EU8 states (joining in 2004). The
region’s narrow geographical scale nevertheless has high linguistic diversity and
different spatial planning backgrounds (centralized vs. federal). Moreover, regional
history ranges from close cooperation during the Austro-Hungarian Empire (1867-
1918) to total separation at the Austrian border during the Soviet era. The region was
reconnected in 1989 following the fall of the Iron Curtain, and made closer again following
the 2004 EU enlargement, and the end of border controls after the 2007 Schengen
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Agreement. Nevertheless, the borderlands are still categorized as inner peripheries
(ESPON, 2017) and characterized both by their long separation, and the challenges of
rurality and low population density (excepting the Slovak side of the Vienna - Bratislava
corridor).

The region’s turbulent past and present re-development leads us to look closer at
cooperation as a means for cohesion. Currently, the border region is covered by three,
partly overlapping INTERREG A cooperation programmes (Figure 1). These together
present the case study area for our analysis.

In the research process we first undertook a comprehensive literature review before
deriving the research question for this paper. We then focussed on the case study
region with regard to the relevance for the research question and its accessibility.

Choosing a multiple-case design (Yin, 2014), based on the region’s heterogeneous
characteristics, we applied a mixed methods approach, combining document analysis
with explorative expert interviews. To trace the evolution and understanding of Territorial
Cohesion in regional practice, we conducted a qualitative content analysis (Silverman,
2006) on (1) selected EU policy documents, (2) stakeholder feedback from the 2009
online consultation on the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion and (3) our own stake-
holder interviews (conducted in 2018). We methodologically apply a data triangulation
for the synthesis of the results (Boyatzis, 1998).

Although multifarious past and present European policy and legal documents, papers
and reports deal with the spatial dimension of cohesion, we selected key documents
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Figure 1. Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region and the three INTERREG cross-border
cooperation programmes in the case-study region.
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Figure 2. Analysed policy documents.

(Figure 2) based on their impact on the conceptualization of the current Territorial Cohe-
sion policy for the funding period 2014-2020, their profile in regional practice and their
appearance in scientific literature.

In order to trace practical understandings of Territorial Cohesion, we examine state-
ments given in the 2009 online consultation on the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion
(CEC, 2008) - a notable attempt by the Commission to show how national and regional
stakeholders view the concept - and thus follow Markusen (1999) in asking ‘how do we
know it when we see it? Analysing these responses, which are archived on the Commis-
sion’s Inforegio website (Inforegio, 2011), we took only those statements (n = 11) relevant
for our case-region (Figure 3) (cf. Abrahams, 2014). Examining statements from national
ministries, regional authorities and NGOs in Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia and
Hungary, provided insights into the evolving ‘official’ understanding of Territorial Cohe-
sion, which we used to develop the questionnaire for our expert interviews.

To analyse current understandings of Territorial Cohesion, we conducted semi-struc-
tured face-to-face interviews, predominantly in the appropriate local language, with stake-
holders (n=25) in the case-region between spring and autumn 2018. The targeted
stakeholders were officials from national, federal and regional authorities involved in all
three INTERREG V-A programmes, plus representatives from ministries and regional
planning agencies. They were selected based on their direct involvement in the INTER-
REG programmes, expert knowledge of cross-border cooperation in the case region,
and through stakeholder recommendations.
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Figure 3. Online consultation on the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion — responses given by National
Ministries, Regional Authorities and NGOs from Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary (document
numbers as originally listed on the Inforegio homepage — conducted 2009 and archived since 2011).
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Figure 4. Stakeholder interviews with national ministries, managing authorities, regional coordinators
and joint secretary staff, representatives from regional planning agencies and local experts in Austria,
Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary (2018) dealing with the below listed topics.

The questionnaire consisted of twenty open questions, structured in six key categories
(Figure 4). The analysis in this article focusses primarily on sections (ii), (v) and (vi).

Results

The results are structured in two sub-sections. The first addresses definitions of Territorial
Cohesion in policy papers and European documents. The second investigates stake-
holders” understandings of the concept in the case-region.

Representations of Territorial Cohesion in policy documents

One of the earliest calls for both balanced development of European regions and
cooperation was the Council of Europe’s Torremolinos Charter (CoE, 1983). The
charter highlighted principles of long-term governance, focusing on spatial coordination,
to avoid spatial topics being subsumed by short-term economic aims. Stretching objectives
widely, the charter raised multiple cross-sectoral topics relevant to Territorial Cohesion.
Later strategies, including the Europe 2000 outlook (CEC, 1991), the Europe 2000+
opinion (CEC, 1995) and the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) (CEC,
1999) continued to posit multi-scalar action for the spatial dimension of cohesion. The
Europe 2000 outlook put an early focus on development for frontier areas (CEC, 1991),
while the following Europe 2000+ opinion brought improved cooperation to the fore
(CEC, 1995, p. 9).

The ESDP (CEC, 1999) represented the first step towards turning the emerging, yet
vague, principles of Territorial Cohesion into a policy framework (CEC, 1995, p. 9).
Like previous documents, the ESDP highlighted cooperation at various levels, adding
‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ dimensions of cooperation (CEC, 1999, p. 35f.). Calling for a
‘more balanced’ competitiveness of European territories (CEC, 1999, p. 10) the ESDP
further identified the need to protect structurally weaker regions across national
borders, concluding that development alone would lead towards growing disparities
(CEC, 1999, p. 11). By linking measures only to member state level, the documents empha-
sized ‘subsidiarity’, yet often stressed their non-binding character (see e.g. the preface of
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the ESDP). Although references to present and future spatial challenges offered an impor-
tant strategic perspective on territorial development, these documents nevertheless
remained a ‘fuzzy’ framework, lacking clearly articulated responsibilities and regional
measures to tackle the challenges they portrayed.

The 2007 German European Council presidency added further to the emergence of
Territorial Cohesion through the Territorial Agenda agreed in Leipzig (BUMB, 2007).
The agenda complemented the Lisbon treaty and Gothenburg strategy, highlighting ‘poly-
centric territorial development’ and ‘territorial solidarity’. By identifying the need to better
respond to territorial needs and opportunities, the agenda initiated a Europe-wide
stakeholder dialogue. The Commission thereafter released the Green Paper on Territorial
Cohesion - Turning diversity into strength (CEC, 2008), adding an explicit territorial
perspective to economic and social cohesion. Setting objectives for concentration, the con-
nection of territories, territorial cooperation and the particular challenges of regions with
specific features, the paper renewed the focus on rural and less developed regions. In the
annex, a range of development challenges provided questions for an online stakeholder
consultation (CEC, 2008, p. 11fF.).

While early policy documents called for bottom-up approaches and involvement from
the wider public to increase Territorial Cohesion’s accessibility and impact, the search for
indicators to demonstrate impact also increased over time. Growing demand for data
comparability additionally led to initiatives such as the Urban Audit and European
Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON), alongside a network of spatial research
institutes across Europe (Diihr et al., 2007, p. 293). Yet despite the search for greater quan-
titative transparency, the use of fuzzy process wording (Markusen, 1999) like ‘decentrali-
zation,” ‘urbanisation,’ ‘peripheralization,” ‘modernisation,” ‘institutionalisation’ and
‘polarisation’ equally increased across these policy documents.

Reflecting the need for greater transparency and comparability, the Agenda for a
Reformed Cohesion Policy, known as the Barca Report (Barca, 2009), dedicated a
chapter to getting ‘inside the black box of cohesion policy’ and noted Cohesion’s successes
and failures, calling in turn for more strategic, effective governance. In addition, the report
introduced to the existing indicator-driven framework core priorities for: territorial allo-
cation, a strategic framework, stronger contractual relationships and result-oriented
implementation, financial management, impact evaluation, and reporting requirements.
Introduced the following year, the ten-year Europe 2020 Strategy (CEC, 2010), acknowl-
edged the need for collective action to realize the EU as a ‘smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth economy delivering high levels of employment, productivity and social cohesion’
(2010, p. 3). Nevertheless, to ensure the strategy’s adoption by Member States, the Com-
mission proposed that EU targets be ‘translated into national targets and trajectories to
reflect the current situation of each Member State and the level of ambition it is able to
reach’ (CEC, 2010, p. 9) - thereby continuously leaving space open for multi-scalar
interpretations of cohesion measures.

Territorial Cohesion in regional practice

Following our elucidation of Territorial Cohesion’s evolution and enduring fuzziness, we
now investigate how actors in the case-region translate the concept into their respective
regional contexts.
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National, regional and local conceptualisations following the Green Paper on
Territorial Cohesion

Overall, respondents to the 2009 online consultation on the Green Paper perceived Ter-
ritorial Cohesion as a place-based, processual approach, supporting balanced economic,
social and sustainable development. Against a background of regional diversity and prin-
ciples of territorial subsidiarity, Territorial Cohesion was seen to foster polycentricity and
rural-urban balance, build partnerships and maintain interconnection, enable cross-sec-
toral coordination and cooperation at national, regional and local levels and help to
ensure a good quality of life. These expectations strongly reflect official communications
and policy papers (as above). However, respondents took somewhat different positions on
a more detailed understanding of the policy’s aim and scope.

Figure 5 shows how understandings of Territorial Cohesion revolve around member
states” different territorial needs. Austrian respondents have a highly ‘potential driven’
approach, viewing Territorial Cohesion as a tool to utilize territories’ opportunities and
strengths, while reducing ‘weaknesses and bottlenecks for development’ (National Pos-
ition of Austria, 2009, p. 4). Respondents name no specific measures, referring instead
to regional diversity and the need to address ‘relevant’ issues to assure development
across administrative boundaries, while simultaneously respecting regions’ functional,
structural and geographical features. Further, respondents note that territorial cohesion
should not be ‘reduced to the quest for and development of indicators’ (National Position
of Austria, 2009, p. 9) but must include better regional statistics and shared data in order to
shed more light on the particularities of regions than current GDP-based indicators allow
(ibid.). To derive adequate regional indicators, Austrian respondents call for ‘clarification
of the term Territorial Cohesion’ (Federal Governments of Lower Austria, Carinthia, Vor-
arlberg, Vienna, 2009, p. 11). Respondents further call for stronger acknowledgement of
functional regions in contrast to (still) ‘prevailing fixed administrative demarcations’
(National Position of Austria, 2009, p. 4). Referring to the policy’s participatory character,
Austria’s national position advocates a credible and uncomplicated participation process
(National Position of Austria, 2009, p. 9) together with early informative measures and

AUSTRIAN CZECH SLOVAKIAN HUNGARIAN
STAKEHOLDERS STAKEHOLDERS STAKEHOLDERS STAKEHOLDERS

« is a process, « is a means for solidarity « is not a tool for « is a means for solidarity

« fosters a sustainable use of and regional balance, standardization, and conflict-free and
the regional strengths and * helps to coordinate » respects territorial specifies sustainable development,
reduces the weaknesses activities and sources, and considers the * have a coordinative
and bottlenecks for supports transport and endogenous potential of function,
development, telecommunications the territory, « efficient use of resources,

* crosses administrative infrastructure, * promote cross-border « supports underdeveloped
boundaries, « availability of public infrastructure, regions,

« respects functional, services, * improve transport « is a "catch-up' policy,
structural and geographical « development of human accessibility, + addresses problems like
features, capital, * raise the value of natural material deprivation,

« considers natural resources « develop the country’s landscapes, population decline and
and ensures the optimal peripheries, « support tourism and unemplayment,
development conditions, * ensure competitiveness, provide public services, « understood In accordance

* is a participative policy « builds connection to « equivalent living conditions to the ‘National Concept

agricultural policy, for people and for Rural Development’
« allows local actors to ‘entrepreneurs’,
participate * preserve existing

settlement patterns

Figure 5. Online consultation on the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion, county specific perceptions
of Territorial Cohesion.
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more dialogue to support a greater acceptance of the policy at local level (The Austrian
Association of Cities and Towns, 2009, p. 5). Nevertheless, Austrian responses repeatedly
refer to the principle of subsidiarity, with one even stressing that there should be ‘no invol-
vement into local, regional or national competences in the field of spatial planning’ at all
(The Austrian Association of Cities and Towns, 2009, p. 5).

In contrast, throughout the responses given by stakeholders from the Czech Republic,
Territorial Cohesion is linked to more tangible areas, including transport and telecommu-
nications infrastructure, public services, human capital, economic competitiveness and
innovation. The concept is also seen as a means to mobilize natural and cultural potential,
offering added value as an integrated approach for urban and rural development, and to
coordinate activities addressing the ‘most serious identifiable problems’ (National Position
of the Czech Republic, 2009, p. 1). Further, reflecting national development needs, Terri-
torial Cohesion is seen as a means to develop inner peripheries, mobilize public and
private sources, remove administrative boundaries, and link to agricultural policy (ibid.,
p- 2). Additionally, the concept ‘allows the local players to participate’ (National Position
of the Czech Republic, 2009, p. 2), and Czech respondents consider that better inclusion of
regional stakeholders into territorial policy drafting processes would ensure ‘wider accep-
tance’ at regional level (Vysocina Region, 2009, p. 2). Echoing the Austrian position, Czech
respondents stress the need for harmonized indicators and question data comparability.
Finally, territorial cohesion is perceived as a means to foster ‘solidarity’ and regional
balance (ibid., p. 1).

Slovakian stakeholders, in contrast to other respondents, insist that Territorial Cohe-
sion should not be a tool for standardization but enable strategies ‘tailor-made to each
territory’, respecting territorial specificities and ‘considering the endogenous potential of
the territory the main factor of its development’ (National Position of the Slovak Republic,
2009, p. 1). Territorial Cohesion is seen as a means to promote cross-border infrastructure
and improve transport accessibility, raise the value of natural landscapes, support tourism,
provide public services, preserve existing settlement patterns, and establish ‘equivalent
conditions for the lives of people and for entrepreneurs’ (ibid., p.1). Referencing practical
experience from cross-border programmes, respondents note that differences in legal
systems cause difficulties for cooperation and call for more specific EC-level legislation
(ibid., p. 2f.). Respondents highlight how participation can be raised through stronger
awareness of Cohesion’s territorial dimension and argue for ‘clear and stable cooperation
rules’, promoting transparency, information, accessibility, efficient communication and
cross-sectoral cooperation (ibid., p. 4). They further propose that indicators should be
‘comprehensive, transparent, unambiguous, measurable, easy to monitor and evaluate,
objective, comparable, easy to establish and readily available’, while more attentive to
regional data (ibid., p. 4).

Finally, Hungarian respondents do see Territorial Cohesion’s role in solidarity and
‘conflict-free development’, but also highlight the policy’s coordinating function and con-
tributions to efficient resource use and regional competitiveness. Stressing the importance
of supporting underdeveloped regions, respondents note regional challenges including
material deprivation, de-population, and unemployment. They view Territorial Cohesion
as a ‘more comprehensive approach to spatial planning, including the assessment and
evaluation of the territorial potential of settlements and regions, and their reciprocal
effects’ (National Position of Hungary, 2009, p. 4). Nevertheless, Hungary’s national
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position raises concerns that Territorial Cohesion may become a lobbying matter exclu-
sively for certain states and regions (ibid., p. 3). Emphasising the local, bottom-up level
for territorial implementation, Hungarian respondents stress that involving local actors
in implementation and decision-making, alongside ‘active communication and broad par-
ticipation” (Friends of the Earth Hungary, 2009, p. 3), improves the efficiency of the
process (National Position of Hungary, 2009, p. 11). Referring to the necessity for stan-
dardization, establishing a mutual framework for cross-border cooperation (ECOVAST,
2009, p. 2) and introducing common elements into spatial planning methods, Hungarian
respondents call for a ‘uniform action plan’ and multilingual dictionaries (ibid., p. 5) to
assist with translating key policy terms (Friends of the Earth Hungary, 2009, p. 1). Respon-
dents observe that Territorial Cohesion is unknown among the wider public, which they
identify as a potential problem for cooperation and overall ‘solidarity’ (ECOVAST, 2009,
p- 2). Unlike other national responses, Hungarian government authorities reference a
specific national policy - the ‘National Concept for Rural Development’ - as a guideline
for interpretation, further including Territorial Cohesion in the National Strategic Refer-
ence Framework (National Position of Hungary, 2009, p. 1).

Current stakeholder perceptions of Territorial Cohesion and its added value to
regional development

A decade after the Commission’s public consultation on Territorial Cohesion, many con-
tested issues seem to remain unchanged for INTERREG programme representatives and
national experts. Asked about general understandings of Territorial Cohesion, all but one
interviewed stakeholder stated awareness that there are different interpretations of the
concept. All referred to a ‘top-down’ versus ‘bottom-up’ interpretative logic, alternating
among the EC, member states, regions, planners and local actors. The EC was seen to
apply a top-down, number - and indicator-driven logic, whilst the regions take a more
differentiated, detailed perspective (Int_16, 2018: 2).

The EC’s turn towards result orientation especially puts member states and programme
authorities under pressure to measure cooperation programmes’ ‘effectiveness’, which sta-
keholders often described as a major challenge for Cohesion and cooperation in regional
practice. Echoing statements from the online consultation, regional actors critically ques-
tioned data comparability. Member states are pressured to fit given categories of interven-
tion and measurement logics, which actors noted are often not suited to regional diversity
or adequately measurable in complex cross-border settings (Int_19, 2018: 3; Int_20, 2018:
1; Int_23, 2018: 20; Int_15, 2018: 26; Int_23, 2018: 20). Programme Managing Authorities
are required to report ‘hard data’ to the Commission while simultaneously dealing with
‘soft projects’ aimed at fostering cross-border cultural rapprochement and hence hardly
reducible to figures (Int_19_1, 2018: 3). Stakeholders also observed the varying expec-
tations for and demands of Territorial Cohesion in differing cross-border contexts.
Noting how the term is left deliberately open for interpretation, stakeholders criticized
the high expectations nevertheless included. As one observed,

the European Commission always believes that through the INTERREG programmes and
also with the projects we can eliminate border obstacles [so] that we can solve border-
related problems. That is not the case. In some minor cases ... we can set an impulse, but
only an impulse, never offer a solution ... (Int_18_1, 2018: 2)
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Asking “What is really solvable with these programmes?’ the stakeholder added that the
Commission’s answer differs; meanwhile, low financial resources compared to ‘main-
stream national programmes’ make tackling large-scale regional challenges unlikely
(ibid., p. 3). Consequently, some stakeholders perceive the EC’s requirements and rec-
ommendations more as ‘wishful thinking’ than practically achievable through pro-
grammes like INTERREG (Int_18, 2018: 3; Int_19, 2018: 3). For example,

[you] need to prove everything — and where there is no proof, that does not happen. ... I do
not think that an INTERREG programme will change the state of the economy so much in a
region like Lower Austria, Vienna or Burgenland that I could measure it. [In] my opinion,
.. often the claims are not suitable, so the indicators one wants to have, they just do not fit.
Because often I do not even have the instruments to measure them. (Int_15, 2018: 26)

Many stakeholders also stated that cross-border cooperation programmes have increas-
ingly become an expert topic. Throughout the interviews it became apparent that many
of the central actors in all three analysed INTERREG programmes have remained the
same over the last decade, and sometimes were currently or formerly active in more
than one programme. While this builds a dense, interconnected network of key actors
in regional programme design and implementation, the growing complexity of
cooperation programmes simultaneously displaces new local actors. Consequently, the
same actors often repeatedly apply for funding, since only they have the necessary
capacities, knowledge and networks to realize projects (Int_8, 2018: 15; Int_12_2, 2018:
3; Int_17, 2018: 16; Int_25, 2018: 5). One actor summarized this dynamic by noting:
‘[t]he same actors are coming repeatedly [to submit projects]. They are experienced and
can better incorporate the new expectations into their experience, and that is one
reason why the newcomers have fewer chances’ (Int_13, 2018: 10).

Referring to cooperation itself, all stakeholders viewed different stages of socio-econ-
omic development within the programme region as a challenge necessitating many com-
promises for setting overall development goals and establishing agreement on project
selection. A stakeholder involved in multiple INTERREG programmes stated that ‘the
history and experiences of the programmes’ also leads to differing programme develop-
ment stages, especially between old and new programmes (Int_13, 2018: 4). Therefore,

from a programme’s point of view ... the more one comes west, the programmes become
more formalized. Economic development projects or the direct involvement of small and
medium enterprises ... [is observable] in western programmes [whereas] in eastern pro-
grammes they are dealing more often with installation of cross-border institutional, or some-
times even physical infrastructure. (Int_13, 2018: 4f)

Asked their own understanding of territorial cohesion, some highlighted multiple dimen-
sions of interpretation (Int_19, 2018: 2; Int_14, 2018: 1). One such dimension concerns
socio-economic factors, like reducing regional disparities and improving competitiveness.
Another dimension, prevailing across the interviews, is more relationship oriented. All
interviewees highlighted softer aspects, such as: growing together, trust building, encoun-
tering different perspectives, exchanging know-how and overcoming former borders
through rapprochement. One described Territorial Cohesion as the ability to ‘work
together, to understand each other better ... " (Int_13, 2018: 4). For almost all stakeholders,
the mental diminishing of state borders, new possibilities for free movement, and cross-
border relation-(re)building were highly relevant. One stakeholder argued that
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in the Czech Republic, which was part of the Eastern Bloc, here we have experienced the
green border, so the main sense is that the previously interconnected regions that have
been separated, reconnect again. During the socialist era, the border areas became uninhab-
ited, the infrastructure perished, the villages perished, all the historic continuity was inter-
rupted. In my opinion ... we should return to its former interconnectedness and connect
the territory, rebuild relationships so that the border diminishes again. (Int_20, 2018: 1)

Another stakeholder summarized Territorial Cohesion as ‘getting closer to the neighbours in
frame of cooperation ..., while yet another interviewee highlighted that ‘the biggest chal-
lenge is to make the people, the inhabitants change their mind towards ... cross-border
matters’ (Int_22, 2019: 3). Regarding cooperation in general, almost all stakeholders also
understood Territorial Cohesion as a means to reduce administrative barriers between states.

Further, when asked to describe the added value of Territorial Cohesion policies, sta-
keholders emphasized improvements to everyday life in border regions, especially for: dis-
aster control, rescue services, water and waste management, educational cooperation,
infrastructure and problem-solving, as well as interconnection between otherwise separ-
ated regions. Although they mentioned Territorial Cohesion’s economic components
(generally more evident in the Green Paper responses), relational factors prevailed.
Thus, stakeholders emphasized interpersonal relationships, linkages, awareness of the
‘neighbour’, and changes from previously one-dimensional regional patterns. As one pro-
gramme representative concluded: ‘we can express added value in some currency, in
number(s] of infrastructure, buildings, renovations etc. but if we can’t change the mind
of the inhabitants, then [what is it worth]?’ (Int_22, 2018: 16).

Considering that cross-border cooperation measures have been taken in the region
since the 2004 EU enlargement (and before, through pre-accession programmes), stake-
holders were asked whether they would be willing to cooperate without European co-
funding. All considered that, without the incentive of European co-funding, regional
actors would likely not cooperate at all, or with reduced intensity. The only exception
mentioned was cooperation between research institutions. Hence, Territorial Cohesion
also adds value by effectively ‘forcing’ national and regional actors to cooperate in a
cross-border context (Int_11_2, 2018: 6; Int_16, 2018: 13).

Discussion

Through the Green Paper responses and stakeholder interviews, understandings of Terri-
torial Cohesion appear structured along three key dimensions: relational, economic, and
social (Figure 6). These three dimensions describe how Territorial Cohesion is understood
and ‘configured’ in relation to a given space, hence varying in different territorial contexts.
In the case-study region, the relational dimension of Territorial Cohesion is clearly to the
fore, although actors also refer to social and economic dimensions as intrinsic to the devel-
opment of border areas. In the Austrian-Czech-Hungarian-Slovak border region, where
territories were long separated in relational, economic, social and administrative terms,
the ‘added value’ of Territorial Cohesion is conceptualized strongly along the relational
dimension, as a precondition for the economic and social dimensions.

Yet, examining stakeholders statements also demonstrates that the understandings of
Territorial Cohesion differ. An Inforegio report on a 2008 conference held in Paris was
pointedly titled “Territorial Cohesion — we think we want it, but we’re not sure what it
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Figure 6. Stakeholders understanding of Territorial Cohesion.

is’ (Inforegio, 2008, p. 13); considerable disconnects in both the understanding and
implementation of the concept still persist at multiple levels. Stakeholders simultaneously
wish for greater conceptual clarification from the EC, while continuing to translate Terri-
torial Cohesion in accordance with their own regional and national agendas. The more
contested the concept becomes, it seems, the more fuzziness continues to be replicated.
Territorial Cohesion, as observed throughout our analysis, matches Markusen’s (1999,
p. 870) definition of a ‘fuzzy concept’ as ‘a concept with more than one alternative
meaning’. Although fuzzy concepts gain purchase through their capacity to embrace a
multitude of possible meanings, they cannot be coherently applied or reliably identified
in retrospect (Cornwall, 2007, p. 472). Fuzziness allows for flexible adaption to existing
or emerging policy frameworks (Faludi, 2001), but fuzzy concepts are difficult to operatio-
nalize and demonstrate, and thus cannot be expected to guide either substantive action
(Markusen, 1999, p. 873) or measurable, comparable development.

While fuzzy conceptualization secures Territorial Cohesion’s broader acceptance, fuz-
ziness results in process-oriented approaches to territorial development and, as observed
in the analysed documents, an increase in process language. Through language referring to
regional processes rather than individual actions and responsibilities, the many actors
involved become ‘displaced’ (Callon, 1984). Simultaneously, the need to maintain Terri-
torial Cohesion’s regional acceptance has led to calls for more bottom-up participatory
approaches. However, with fuzziness suppressing agency and causality no responsibility
for change is taken and established dynamics continue to prevail. The need to justify Ter-
ritorial Cohesion’s ‘added value’ for regional development has observably intensified the
search for measurable indicators. However, statements from the 2009 consultation and
the more recent interviews we presented above open the comparability of reported data
to question. Stakeholders themselves continue to call for comprehensive approaches to
regional policy, including harmonized indicators, actual regional data, standardization
and overall conceptual clarification. Yet, it remains questionable whether, in a regional
context where the relational aspects of ‘added value’ are to the fore, quantitative indicators
can adequately reflect Territorial Cohesion’s ‘softer’ practical effects. Meanwhile, multiple
expert translations of Territorial Cohesion into respective regional contexts and back to
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Figure 7. Territorial Cohesion and the circular process of policy fuzziness.

the EC become commonplace, fuelling the definitional impossibility and producing
incomparable outcomes, especially among regions at heterogeneous territorial develop-
ment stages, which translate the concept according to their respective needs.

We observe, therefore, a circular process through which the fuzziness of Territorial Cohe-
sion policies becomes reproduced (Figure 7). Cyclical dynamics lead from the formulation of
process-oriented approaches, to the displacement of actors, actions and agents, as well as the
suppression of agency and causality. As confusion and scepticism over Territorial Cohe-
sion’s aims and scope manifests amongst the actors, multiple expert translations into
national policy contexts are generated, and fed back to EU level, thus creating a persistent
definitional impossibility and even more fuzziness. This cyclical process of policy ‘fuzziness’,
with differing regional translations and incomparable outcomes, requires the continued use
of fuzzy umbrella concepts by the EC, securing Territorial Cohesion’s national acceptance
while in turn necessitating further iterative translations.

Conclusion

In our case study region - the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian borderlands in Central
Europe - stakeholders understand Territorial Cohesion along three dimensions: relational,
economic and social. Further, they identify the concept’s added value mostly as decreasing
bordering and ‘othering’ processes, encouraging cross-border cooperation, and improving
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everyday quality of life (especially in the so-called ‘lagging’ regions). Nevertheless, Terri-
torial Cohesion’s ‘fuzzy’ conceptualization means that few comprehensive, comparable
outcomes can be delivered. Barely comparable regional data, which fails to capture
regional developments at the finer scale where policy measures unfold their dynamics,
makes any of Territorial Cohesion’s potential effects difficult to reliably observe in practice
or retrospect. Conceptual fuzziness thus, almost inevitably, results in a cyclical process
where fuzziness leads to definitional impossibility, displaces actors and the responsibility
for change, while fuelling local confusion over Territorial Cohesion’s aims and scope —
building the ground for the diminishing acceptance of EU measures.

Given these cyclical dynamics and their complexity, formulating policy recommen-
dations to more effectively mobilize Territorial Cohesion across diverse regional contexts
poses a considerable challenge. Indeed, an intervention at a single point on the circle we
have described may serve to perpetuate more than it solves. We conclude hence with ques-
tions and considerations for Territorial Cohesion at differing scales.

Data comparability is evidently an enduring issue. At EU level, measurement and data
collection strategies are clearly due an overhaul. However, can gathering data sets really
help generate comparative outcomes? Quantitative indicator-based logics have only
limited ability to reflect the socio-historical processes that economically shape European
territories. More so, keeping Territorial Cohesion fuzzy while seeking comparably measur-
able outcomes are near contradictory impulses. However, one remaining open question is
whether breaking the impasse lies in providing a clearer definition or in the gathering of
more region-specific data, or both?

This tension between context and comparison is particularly echoed at a regional level.
As differing territorial dynamics among diverse regions inevitably influence how Territor-
ial Cohesion becomes translated. Recent calls for more context-specific approaches (Bach-
trogler, Fratesi, & Perucca, 2019; Fratesi & Wishlade, 2017; Gagliardi & Percoco, 2017)
highlight the need to better understand the effects of these dynamics on policy implemen-
tation. Whether the Commission’s current target indicators are appropriate for addressing
regional diversity and differing development paths remains open to challenge (Jones,
Goodwin-Hawkins, & Woods, In press). Yet, as our study demonstrates, relying on
fuzzy conceptualization’s generative potential to enable regionally tailored responses to
Territorial Cohesion falls down when development projects cross borders, bringing
different contexts and translations into juxtaposition. While EU policy encourages terri-
torial cooperation for development, current structures and governance arrangements
may not - especially with funding remaining the main incentive to work together —
serve this objective. What needs to be rethought, therefore, is how Territorial Cohesion
could be conceptualized to effectively function across and between territories.

These are more than semantic questions. With EU policy increasingly an expert topic,
excluding the public on whose behalf it speaks (Callon, 1984), confusion about the local
significance of EU measures is, unsurprisingly, growing. Communicating Territorial
Cohesion at a public level has proven significantly challenging. Misinformation and some-
times even misinterpretation, amidst the often insufficient public communication of EU
funding, may be contributing to roll-out nationalist tendencies, re-bordering and ‘other-
ing’ processes (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018; Schoene, 2019; van Houtum & van Naerssen, 2002).
We conclude therefore that the answer is neither simply to increase communication efforts
nor funding levels in an attempt to win over residents, but to produce tangible change in
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people’s everyday lives (Crescenzi, Di Cataldo, & Giua, 2019, p. 4). Here the tension
between top-down and bottom-up approaches again becomes apparent. Thus, we raise
the question: can depending on a fuzzy concept to produce local-level change ever
produce outcomes that can be retrospectively labelled as ‘what the EU does for you'?

Rather than keeping scientific discussions at the scale of document analysis and GDP-
driven quantification, our case study demonstrates why we must move the focus more
clearly towards Territorial Cohesion’s context-specific dynamics, while simultaneously
reflecting on wider, recurring processes at a European scale. Through addressing the
varying planning cultures and practices of policymaking together with how Cohesion
Policy is translated and adapted differently in different regional contexts, we can start
to discuss actual policy measures to tackle future European development challenges.
Only in doing so can we counteract the difficulties in communicating Cohesion Policy
to the non-expert audiences who are, after all, the policy’s intended beneficiaries.

Note

1. For further information regarding the evolution of INTERREG initiatives see https://ec.
europa.eu/regional_policy/cs/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/
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Abstract: Recent EU environmental and spatial policies notably strive towards the development
paradigm of green growth and economic competitiveness. However, operationalizing spatial
policies through growth-driven GDP logics promotes an unequal race towards narrowly defined
developmental ‘success’, while perpetuating social, economic and environmental inequalities.
Meanwhile, the EU’s territorial cohesion approach has remained a conceptual ‘black box’, its apparent
inadequacy for notably mitigating territorial disparities leading to renewed questions about territorial
policy’s relevance, delivery and evaluation. In this paper, we add to calls for redesigning territorial
cohesion by proposing a turn towards spatial justice for territorial sustainability. Pointing out the
need to refocus on regional capabilities and alternative development trajectories, we argue that the
‘right to not catch up’ enables a more locally meaningful and globally sustainable development.
Drawing from regional statistics, policy analyses and an empirical case study of three European
Territorial Cooperation programs in the heterogeneous Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border
region, we illustrate how current EU spatial policy approaches evolve in regional practice and why
current policy aims fall short for sustainable transformations. Through interrogating development
discourses and their alternatives, we contribute to emerging new perspectives on sustainable territorial
development at the European as well as at regional levels.

Keywords: territorial sustainability; spatial justice; territorial cohesion; regional capabilities; European
border regions; cross-border cooperation; regional disparities

1. Introduction

Reflecting the cross-sectoral character of sustainable development, the European Commission’s
communication on European values in the globalized world recognizes that “[ ... | national and
social policies are built on shared values such as solidarity and cohesion, equal opportunities and
the fight against all forms of discrimination, adequate health and safety in the workplace, universal
access to education and healthcare, quality of life and quality in work, sustainable development
and the involvement of civil society” [1]. Stretching across social, economic and ecological aspects
of development, the concept of sustainability steadily gained relevance for European territorial
policies. Included in the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) and later in the Gothenburg Strategy (2006),
the concept is part of European Union’s (EU) current strategic foundation, the EU 2020 strategy (2010)
“for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth” [2]. Nevertheless, sustainability-related development,
as a multidimensional concept, seems to be increasingly replaced by ‘climate change’ as a popular
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environmental policy term [2] Unlike sustainability, climate change mitigation and adaption processes
come along with messages more easily communicated and understood, while also not being in conflict
with current economic-growth-driven development measures [2] However, this perspective runs the
risk of missing more holistic approaches to territorial development.

Taking territorial cohesion policies” dominant focus on the economies of scale, combined with
urban-friendly policy and regulatory frameworks [3], the EU’s spatial policies continue to ignore
the fact that the so-called ‘growth poles’ do not spread evenly [4,5] and mostly lack the desired
distributional effects towards their surroundings. Also, the European Commission’s approach to
climate-related issues through the promotion of green growth is tied to the somewhat misleading
belief that economic prosperity and growth, based on a gross domestic product (GDP) rationale,
can take place without overstepping ecological limits [6]. As climate concerns have finally captured
public and policy attention, recent environmental policy approaches, such as the “European Green
Deal” [7], cannot be seen without their interconnectedness with European cohesion measures and
current spatial development processes. The European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON)
already pointed towards the link between environmental issues and territorial cohesion early on,
indicating that climate change would negatively add to existing socio-economic imbalances since many
economically lagging regions are also the most vulnerable [8]. Thus, political business as usual would
inevitably lead to a stronger increase of the already existing spatial inequalities across Europe. However,
the connection ESPON drew between environmental issues, sustainable development and territorial
cohesion is still surprisingly seldom recalled, and even less frequently interrogated. With fiscally
weaker, so-called ‘lagging’ regions causing significant concerns for Europe’s future development,
as well as its political stability [9], we point towards the need to adequately understand and address
the continuance of unequal social, economic and environmental development dynamics across Europe.
Due to the continued adherence to techno-centered approaches on the one hand, and the perpetuation
of an economic-growth-driven logic on the other, neither the European Commission’s environmental
nor its cohesion policy is likely to truly tackle the entangled challenges ahead.

Therefore, we discuss the ‘spatial justice approach’ as a promising alternative to the current
one-dimensional perspective on European territorial development. It insists on the regions’ “right
to difference” [10], advocating for the spatial dimension of justice to counteract spatial dynamics of
injustice, while also taking into account regional needs and capabilities [11,12]. Bearing the potential
to add to the policies” aim for sustainable development, we believe that future territorial approaches
must allow for differing, regionally anchored definitions of success and finally start to address the
social, economic and environmental dimensions of inequity accordingly.

The article proceeds as follows. Firstly, the literature review gives an overview of previous work
addressing spatial justice, territorial cohesion and current approaches to sustainability in European
policy. In the following section, we introduce our case region, methods and data used. We draw
our results from regional data, policy documents and an empirical case study of three European
Territorial Cooperation programs in the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region. Tracing
the operationalization of territorial cohesion, we discuss why both inequalities and sustainability
have been addressed insufficiently. By reflecting on the statements given by interviewed program
stakeholders in our case region, we then illustrate existing tensions between measurement-based
program logics and local development. Finally, after pointing out why current policies fail to induce
sustainable transformations, we propose the ‘right to not catch up’ in our concluding discussion as an
emerging new perspective on future sustainable territorial development at the European regional level.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Spatial Justice as an Alternative Approach for Territorial Development

Until the late 1980s, it was widely accepted that development represented by a growing GNP
(gross national product) per capita was a desirable outcome, pointing towards a change from industrial
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to service-based economies [13]. Throughout the 1990s, this perception steadily changed towards
development beginning to be viewed more as a multidimensional process, aiming at the improvement
of living standards and individual capabilities [14]. With growing complexity through globalization
processes, it became more difficult to understand the dynamics driving change. Thus, the UNDP
(United Nations Development Program) proposed the HDI (Human Development Index) to capture
human development more realistically. Nonetheless, the HDI has remained a rather normative index to
date, continuing to simplify the complex ideas of progress or development [15]. That is also the case for
the EPI (Environmental Performance Index). Developed by academic institutions in collaboration with
the World Economic Forum and the Joint Research Centre of the European Commission, it evaluates
environmental sustainability by creating a synthetic index for environmental performance and aims
to shape national environmental strategies [13]. When using synthetic indicators on a larger spatial
scale, the main issue that remains is their robustness through time and location, with many variables
not being available annually; therefore, they remain contested and seldom allow for concrete policy
action [2]. Given the shortcomings in addressing well-being and environmental sustainability through
synthetic indicators, a turn towards alternatives is highly probable.

In the wake of the 1970s and 1990s, with theorists including Davies [16], Lefebvre [17], Harvey [18]
or Young [10] responding to anti-capitalist struggles in urban spaces by arguing for a necessary transition
to a more just and heterogeneous society, the concept of ‘spatial justice’ gained academic attention.
In the past decade, resurgent interest in how spatial processes create dynamics of injustice has followed
especially Feinstein’s The Just City [19] and Soja’s Secking Spatial Justice [20] as conceptual approaches.
The authors argue for two key positions. Firstly, space is not a ‘container’ for socio-economic
processes [21], therefore creating the need to interrogate both how space influences injustice and
how it allows for imagining just alternatives [22]. Secondly, what is ‘just’ varies across space,
hence individuals and groups should be enabled to define justice for themselves [23]. Furthermore,
spatial justice articulates with the capabilities approach to development introduced by Sen [12,24]
and Nussbaum [25,26]. Their understanding conceptualizes development through what people have
the “capability to be and do”. Yet, while “freedom and liberty; the ability to live our lives and be
happy” [23] are shared goals, capabilities theorists caution against imagining a singular vision of what
a perfectly just society should look like [24], as paths to development are multifold.

Academic scholars trying to conceptualize spatial justice for policy analysis [10,11] have therefore
strongly advocated for the right to difference, adopting Balibar’s principle of “égaliberté” [27].
This principle aims for an approach of freedom and equality, understood as universal principles which
are not exclusive to any particular group, where the development and good life of one group do not
come at the cost of restricting the freedom and development of others [11]. Also, as Pirie pointed
out early on [28], the “justness of a situation may be decided by the person whom it directly affects”,
hence it is context dependent and in close association with individual preference and social choice
theory. Thus, the conceptualization of space itself must be perceived as something socially constructed.
He identifies both the “spatiality of injustice” as comprising physical and locational aspects, as well as
more abstract spaces of social and economic relationships sustaining the production of injustice, and
the “injustice of spatiality”, understood as the elimination of possibilities for the formation of political
responses [28]. Scholars investigating the spatial dimension of justice are addressing topics such as the
(lacking) access to, for example, resources [29], infrastructure, transport, housing and health care [30],
the job market and welfare state [31,32], or the exposure to environmental risks [33,34]. In line with
dependency theorists like Wallerstein [35], others focus on core-periphery concentrations of “spatial
unevenness” [11,36,37]. Addressing the (in)justice of power relations, such as dependency, domination
or repression of social-spatial ‘actors’ [11,38], these perspectives reflect the multiscalar dimensions of
justice relating to the uneven impacts of policy measures [39—41].

Capabilities proponents, aiming to address the quality of life in the context of spatial justice,
have consequently criticized the use of macroeconomic indicators like GDP to measure developmental
‘success’ as “real human importance”, which is, Nussbaum [26] writes, “located not in GDP but
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elsewhere”. This echoes the growing interest in alternative measures of well-being [42] and, as we
have outlined above, challenges orthodox views on continued economic growth.

To date, however, spatial justice has primarily been theorized at an urban scale, positioning the
city as a driver for modern inequalities and the site for change [18]. However, as “justice and injustice
are fused into the multi-scalar geographies in which we live” [20], recent calls for spatial justice to be
‘regionalized’ are urging attention to its implications for spatial planning [43]. Against the background
of growing regional disparities [44,45], especially between Europe’s central and peripheral regions,
and current socio-political upheavals, the concept of spatial justice allows to explicitly address the
uneven spatial impacts of European territorial policies. Thus, it bears the potential to adequately
acknowledge and refer to the diversity of European regions (beyond national centers) and their
capabilities, while also reflecting on the multiple paths to development from a post-growth perspective
on sustainable development.

2.2. Trajectories of European Territorial Development Approaches Under a Growth Premise

European cohesion policy aims to support balanced economic, social and territorial development
across all European regions, especially those ‘lagging behind’. Nonetheless, cohesion policies
shift towards turning into a tool for regional growth and global-local competitiveness becomes
apparent. As Brenner [46,47] points out, ongoing globalization processes are bearing the danger of
a deterritorialization of policies, by detaching and disembodying social relations from places and
territories on sub-global scales. Advocating for a re-scaling of governance and new representations
of scaling in general, he points out the challenge for European spatial policies of rapidly changing
territorial organizations under neoliberal and capitalist development objectives.

However, with the ‘Europeanisation’ of regional and urban policy [4,48-50] spatial policy appears
to be increasingly detached from regional scales, following a uniform mantra of development which
aims to boost the competitive capacities of regions through their cities [4]. Perceiving cities as drivers
for economic growth, European key documents on territorial development like the European Spatial
Development Perspective (ESDP) [51], the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion [52], the Territorial
Agenda 2020 [2] or the recent White Paper on the Future of Europe [53], however, remain rather vague on
how to equally spread growth dynamics across regions [4]. These key documents, aiming ata polycentric
development, follow the assumption that economic growth spreads evenly from global to regional
urban centers, then further trickles down to medium-sized cities, to finally spill over to their peripheral
hinterlands. However, as Rahut and Humer [4] demonstrate, there are trajectories in economic thought,
especially when it comes to EU cohesion policies’ balanced territorial impacts. Identifying the policies’
rationale as following the Growth Pole Theory, proposed by Perroux [54] in the 1950s to stimulate
French post-war economies, they highlight the negative side-effects of this rather outdated orientation
that misses today’s service-economy-driven dynamics [4]. Emphasizing that a motor industry induces
a growth phenomenon on weaker industries through dense interactions, Perroux saw industrial
linkages as the central element of the theory [5]. Nevertheless, Hirschman [55] acknowledged early
on that inter-regional imbalances are inevitable when following economic-growth-driven approaches
for territorial development [4,55]. Cohesion policies” ongoing dominant focus on the economies of
scale through agglomeration, clustering and concentration, steadily led to urban-friendly policy and
regulatory frameworks [3]. However, since growth poles and their supply chains do not spread
evenly across territories [4,5], balanced development cannot be expected. Increasingly cut loose
from their immediate locality [56], agglomeration economies lack the desired distributional effects to
their surroundings, which fuels inter- and intra-regional imbalances between territories [3-5,50,57,58].
Salai-i-Martin [58] has shown that even though, over a long time period, a pattern of convergence
emerged across European regions, the overall convergence speed was rather low and overshadowed
regional divergence processes within European countries [3,44]. This trend seems to continue to the
present, occurring especially at inner-national peripheries such as border regions [9,44,59-61]. Ignoring
these effects seems to be partly a result of cohesion policies” complex settings for the formulation and

49



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4797 50f26

implementation of territorial goals. Its growing importance since the 1970s has made it become a
shared policy based on the division of competences between the Member States and the European
Community [50,62].

Following the overarching principles of subsidiarity, partnership, concentration, programming
and additionally, its implementation requires multi-annual planning, specific financial instruments
and budget allocation mechanisms [50]. Undergoing several reforms, the policy steadily changed
from supporting wide-ranging ad-hoc projects to a more systematic approach that sets the target
objectives which the national bodies then adopt in the process of programming and implementation [2]
With the European Commission’s formal acknowledgement of cohesion policies’ territorial dimension
in the Lisbon Treaty (2007), alongside with economic and social cohesion, it is now placed under
Europe 2020 strategy’s “inclusive growth priority” [63]. Following a growth rather than a development
narrative [64], measuring the policies” impacts according to socio-economic indicators and GDP data
comparison at NUTS 2 level (national territorial units with a population size between 800,000 and
3 million), the European Commission never adopted mandatory guidelines to the policies’ regional
implementation [64]. Combined with the Member States’ resistance to centralized regulations and
spatial planning not falling into EU competences, territorial cohesion implementation remains highly
contested to date [65,66]. Adding to the underlying disagreement between the European Commission
and the Member States [65], Doucet [67] also addresses the policies’ contradiction in aiming to provide
a tool for urban-rural balance and simultaneously for regional competitiveness. Taking the policies’
conceptual ‘fuzziness’, in addition to the mentioned shortcomings, the question of its general use for
planning has been raised [68-70]. While some authors [62,71,72] point out the generative function of
policy fuzziness helping to gain and maintain Member States’ support, others criticize that this leads
to multiple individual conceptualizations and incomparable outcomes [70,73]. This becomes especially
apparent in heterogeneous regional contexts, where cooperation takes place across borders [70,74].

To support the development of ‘disadvantaged’ European border regions [75], from the late 1990s
on, the European Commission started to support “cooperation for territorial development” [76]. In the
2014-2020 programming period, “European Territorial Cooperation” became one of two major cohesion
policy goals, alongside “Investment for growth and jobs”. European Territorial Cooperation (better
known as INTERREG) thus represents a key instrument for enhancing territorial development to
overcome disadvantages resulting from administrative barriers between neighboring regions [48] and
for addressing shared challenges. Funding follows three strands of action: cross-border (INTERREG A),
transnational (INTERREG B) and interregional (INTERREG C) cooperation. Although the measurable
impacts of cross-border cooperation (CBC) on cohesion are limited, cooperation is understood to
have a significant qualitative impact and quickly emerged as one of the central instruments of
implementing the territorial cohesion agenda among Member States [76]. Increasingly necessitated by
growing functional interdependencies between regions, cooperation also became a means to counteract
socio-spatial “bordering” and “othering” processes [77].

Nevertheless, with the governing of space remaining a sensitive topic, affecting state sovereignty,
territorial cohesion policy is still mainly adopted in territorial containers [66]. Rarely crossing national
administrative divisions, it risks missing not only complex societal, but also environmental aspects for
future sustainable development of European regions.

2.3. Green Growth, Post-Growth and the Challenge for a Development Beyond Compensatory Measures

Considering the above described approaches to governing territorial cohesion in the European
Union, it becomes apparent that spatial policies tend to overlook localized inequities arising from
global market dynamics and regional competition. Inequity, and thus the inequality resulting from the
different access to resources, is strongly linked to spatial and environmental aspects, challenging the
balanced development of territories [34]. As dysfunctional growth dynamics, which provide economic
growth while lacking to positively add to the quality of life, continue to be largely unaffected by
political instruments [34,78], there is the clear need to move beyond ‘more of the same’, redistributive
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or compensatory logics, displaying ‘development’ under a linear growth premise. Especially since
Meadows et al. pointed out the material boundaries of compound growth in their much-noticed
work on the Limits to Growth in 1972 [79], material production and Western economism began to be
questioned [6]. Introducing the term “degrowth” to radically criticize consumerism, growth-oriented
development and market capitalism, the debate found its way into various academic discourses [2].
Understood as a consumption degrowth, work-time degrowth or physical degrowth, it was often
narrowed down to GDP decrease [6]. However, as most social and economic institutions rely on
continuous growth for present functioning, the debate started to involve discourse modes, political
measures and instruments aiming for the reduction of economic performance [78]. Furthermore,
approaches evolved around the ideas of “green growth” and “post-growth”, often used simultaneously
to call for sustainable development action. Nevertheless, while these two positions affect current
political debates on development, they pose two opposing views [78]. Following an underlying
modernization and innovation approach, “green growth” proponents postulate that economic growth
is necessary to maintain and improve quality of life [6,78]. Believing that growth and development
can take place without overstressing earth’s ecological limits, this approach builds on an efficiency
and marketization logic, following a GDP rationale [6]. In contrast, “degrowth” and “post-growth”
are both seen as concepts where further economic growth in ‘wealthier” countries is not necessary to
maintain individual quality of life [2]. Assuming that quality of life can be secured or even increased
through transformative processes of societal institutions, notwithstanding falling aggregate economic
outputs, the approach is also viewed as creating the ground for alternative environmental visions and
tackling aggressive resource (over)exploitation [2]. To counteract the current ‘politics of waiting’ [80],
post-capitalist approaches are increasingly calling for alternative perspectives on development. Topics
addressed range from micro-political tactics, the creation of alternative spaces, resilience-building
strategies, decentralized decision making, common-goods oriented supply structures, collective forms
of ownership, nonmonetary forms of exchange or voluntary simplicity [6]. In order to challenge
the oversimplified assumptions of structural policies and their often ineffective translation into
spatial categories, there is the need for stronger relational and justice-oriented thinking in planning
approaches [6,43], based on criteria that better reflect regional diversity, varying needs and actual
capabilities for development beyond linear growth premises.

However, over the past decade, the European Commission and the Member States have increasingly
become keen supporters of the green growth approach. With current European strategies like the
lately introduced “European Green Deal” [7] or the European cohesion policy post 2020 turning their
focus mainly towards climate change related issues, such as a “greener and low-carbon Europe” [81],
it seems important to address the concepts’ shortcomings regarding a holistic territorial development.
As growing criticism is being raised against the desirability of continuous economic growth for
well-being, various approaches point out that GDP is an inadequate measure of human prosperity,
as it solely aggregates all traded goods and services, notwithstanding their social or environmental
effects [6,52,83]. The OECD [84] and the EU’s own EPRS (European Policy Research Center) [85] have
repeatedly pointed out the need to look beyond GDP figures in measuring well-being and progress and
to better address the issues related to territorial governance [86]. Qualitative and quantitative research
demonstrates that economic metrics often do not substantially correlate with area-wide well-being
and, therefore, are an insufficient representation for equality and prosperity [6]. Hence, a change in
perspective on social-environmental development is needed to ensure measures that go beyond policy
‘greening’ [87] and compensation, enabling mobilization for actual change and allowing for a territorial
cohesion policy that is relevant and meaningful for sub-national actors [88].
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3. Case Region, Materials and Methods

3.1. Case Region

To trace European policies’ complex territorial dynamics in an economic and spatially
heterogeneous context, we locate our empirical case study in the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian
border region. Comprising sparsely populated immediate border regions along the so-called ‘green
belt’—also known as the former Iron Curtain—and prosperous urban agglomerations such as Vienna
and Bratislava. The case region has a turbulent socio-political past and is engaged in re-development.
Historically connected during the Austro-Hungarian Empire (1867-1918), it was separated through the
Iron Curtain along the Austrian border during the Soviet era. Since 1989, cross-border connections
have been forged anew, with the region growing closer again following the 2004 Eastern European
enlargement and the end of border controls after the 2007 Schengen Agreement. As our case region’s
history reflects, Europe has long been characterized by the making and breaking of borders [89],
creating new areas for development through the change of territorial units and the involvement of
supranational territorial policies.

Nevertheless, still strongly categorized as inner peripheries [90], the legacies of long separation
linger in the analyzed borderlands. With about 40% of EU territory being classed as border regions [91],
the European project’s philosophical concern with dismantling internal borders bears a significance
for many regions. Therefore, to counteract the enduring socio-economic divides between new and
old member states, the emphasis on territorial cohesion, especially through fostering cooperation,
has gained importance. The Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region embodies the differences
that territorial cohesion aims to overcome, especially with regards to the experienced separation,
the persistent language barriers, different developmental states and variety in legal and planning
systems, uniting an EU15 member state (Austria joined the EU in 1995) with three Eastern European
EU states (joining in 2004). Choosing these heterogeneous borderlands, we aim to examine how current
territorial cohesion policy plays out in a context of developmental difference and division.

3.2. Materials and Methods

The present empirical analysis follows a mixed-methods approach. We show the overall
development in the case region based on regional data, combining it with a document analysis
and explorative expert interviews. Due to the region’s heterogeneity, we chose a multiple-case
design [92]. To analyze territorial cohesion’s shortcomings regarding a spatially just and sustainable
regional development, we carried out a qualitative content analysis [93] on: (1) policy documents;
(2) program documents of the three chosen INTERREG A programs (2014-2020), Austria-Czech
Republic, Slovakia-Austria and Austria-Hungary; and (3) stakeholder interviews we held in 2018 in
the case region. Conducting semi-structured expert interviews, mainly in the interviewees’ native
languages, we dealt with topics covering regional aspects of territorial cohesion. The topics ranged
from the professional background of the interviewees and their understanding of the term ‘territorial
cohesion’ to the past and present measures taken for cross-border development and cooperation;
the focus areas and regional priority setting; the current program period; the actor network; the program
implementation; the sustainability of the program measures and territorial cohesion policies’ added
value for the border region.

For the purpose of the present paper, we analyzed the sections assessing the stakeholders
perception of the current program measurement and evaluation, overall regional areas of action and
problem definition, as well as their recommendations for the upcoming funding period. The face-to-face
interviews (n = 25) were held with chosen representatives from national, federal and regional authorities
involved in all three INTERREG V-A programs, as well as with representatives from regional planning
agencies and national ministries in the case region. Since the group of stakeholders involved in
managing European cohesion policy in the border region is relatively small and the actors are
well-connected, the selection was based on their long-term experience, function in the cross-border

’
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cooperation programs, as well as on internal recommendations. Therefore, we interviewed all
Managing Authorities, long-term Joint Secretary staff, Regional Coordinators and experts such as
ministerial representatives and regional development agency staff involved in European cross-border
cooperation activities. However, the participants were guaranteed anonymity and will therefore not be
identified in further detail. For the final synthesis of the results, we applied data triangulation [94],
combining qualitative content analysis (applied on policy documents and interview material) with
statistical data on regional development in the border region.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Urban-Rural Divergence and the Missing Redistribution of ‘[ustice’

Since the release of the Barca Report [95] in 2009, which aimed to overcome the “black box of
cohesion policy” through proposing core priorities and measures for effective policy governance,
a more strategic approach to territorial cohesion was introduced. However, given the remaining
confusion when it comes to the policies” handling [64,70,72], which left policies open for multiple
localized conceptualizations [13,70,96], it is questionable whether, a decade after the report’s release,
the European Commission managed to overcome the knowledge gap when it comes to capturing
the policies” regional impacts. With Eurostat’s database on Member States’ socio-economic and
infrastructural data, as well as ESPON’s numerous maps and TIA (Territorial Impact Assessments)
reports, there are unquestionably large amounts of national and regional statistics widely available.
To give an overall impression on the spatial development in the case region, displayed by large scale
data, we firstly looked at the regional GDP as PPS (Purchasing Power Standards) per inhabitant in
percent of the EU 28 average (EU 28 = 100%). Representing the dispersion of data points around
the mean in percent, we took into account the coefficient of variation (CV). The statistics in Figure 1
show that in the past decade (2006-2017) urban-rural disparities in Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia
and Hungary hardly decreased amongst the NUTS 2 regions [97]. It becomes evident that while
Austrian regions show a rather homogenous development over time with a low CV, in contrast,
Czech, Slovak and Hungarian regions tend to be strongly inhomogeneous with a higher CV. However,
this changes when the capital regions are taken out, pointing towards growing inequalities between the
national centers and other regions. While the capital of Austria, Vienna, has, as the only capital region,
experienced decreasing GDP figures over the past decade, the other three capital regions’ GDP—those of
Prague, Bratislava and Budapest—significantly increased [97]. Especially Slovakia’s capital, Bratislava,
shows the strongest growth tendency compared to its surrounding regions. Thus, Slovakia also shows
the highest CV (56.18% in 2017), followed by Hungary (CV 47.12% in 2017) and the Czech Republic (CV
41.9% in 2017), while Austria’s CV remains rather low (16.10% in 2017), indicating a more balanced
distribution of the GDP amongst the regions.

However, the change in GDP for the individual NUTS 2 regions remained moderate during the
observation period [97]. Overall, in the past decade, center regions have continued to outpace others
in the concentration of GDP, showing different growth tendencies and pointing towards growing
regional divergence, as already observed by Sala-i-Martin [58]. As all centers have remained above
the EU GDP-average threshold since 2006 (and very likely before), their actual regional spillovers are
questionable, rather pointing towards an economical decoupling from their surroundings. Given the
small number of cases for the calculation, no sufficient conclusions can be drawn; thus, Figure 1 can
only display a trend regarding the cases examined. Nonetheless, the regional categorization for ERDF
and ESF (European Regional Development Fund and European Social Fund) eligibility, grouping
NUTS 2 regions into categories ranging from “less developed, transition” to “more developed” regions
(see Figure 2) [98-101], backs our observation.
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Development of Coefficient of Variation (CV) based on NUTS 2 regions in
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Figure 1. Coefficient of variation showing the development in % of AT (Austria), CZ (Czech Republic),
SK (Slovakia) and HU (Hungary) NUTS 2 regions between 2006-2017, based on regional GDP (PPS per
inhabitant in % of the EU 28 average; EU 28 = 100) (Source [97], own illustration).

Regional categorization for structural fund (European Regional Development Fund and
European Social Fund) eligibility 2014-2020.

- Less Developed Regions (GDP/head < 5% of EU-28 average)
r | Transition Regions (GDP/head between >=75% and < 90% of EU-28 average)

More Developed Regions (GDP/head >=90% of EU-28 average)

Figure 2. Structural fund (ERDF and ESF) eligibility for 2014-2020, Regional Categorization of NUTS 2
regions in Austria, Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia (Source [98-101], own editing).

The urban-rural disparities shown in Figure 2, with regard to inequalities between the national
center-regions (all yellow, GDP/head above 90% of EU 28-average), transition regions (orange only
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in AT, GDP/head between 75% and 90% of EU 28-average) and less-developed regions (dark orange,
GDP/head below 75% of the EU 28-average), are the most observable in Czech Republic, Hungary and
Slovakia. Following this classification, it can be stated that non-center (economically weaker) regions
have not managed to significantly bridge the GDP gap over the past decades [97].

Considering the aforementioned shortcomings of large-scale data, when it comes to the provision
of comparable variables over time, we argue that these figures tell little about actual spatial dynamics
on the ground. Measures of economic prosperity, such as GDP per head growth, un-/employment rate,
demography, educational attainment, R&D expenditure, broadband connection, share of renewable
energy, density of motorways/railways etc., are limited in capturing developments at a finer scale,
such as sustainability or well-being in the funded regions. Meanwhile, documents such as DG
REGIO'’s (EUs Directorate General for Regional and Urban Policy) County Fact Sheets continue to
deliver cross-country comparisons of performance displaying the “best and the worst performer in the
Union” [101], while serving as the basis for programming period negotiations.

However, the overall lack of comprehensive data across territories, the often purely administrative
coordination between statistical offices and stakeholders—especially in CBC programs—as well as
the varying data collection methods still produce considerable data gaps [102]. Thus, there must be
a stronger reflection on the limits of quantitative data, devoted to display one-dimensional growth
dynamics. The displayed development tendencies in our case region only allow for the observation
that, after eleven years of cohesion-related spending and almost two full funding periods, the decrease
in European urban-rural disparities is more wishful thinking than a measurable reality.

4.2. Operationalizing and Implementing Territorial Coheison Policies

Scientific attempts to define territorial cohesion have identified dimensions such as “socio-economic,
environmental sustainability, territorial polycentricity and territorial cooperation/governance” [64], as well
as characteristics clustered around concepts like “competitiveness, innovation, inclusion, environmental
quality, energy, territorial structure, connection or governance” [13]. Aiming to clarify the concept in
2008, the European Commission identified and proposed three main fields of action [17]: the aim for
“concentration” to overcome differences in density, for “connection” to tackle distance and remoteness, and
for “cooperation” to counteract division [2]. However, the current handling of the policies still gives the
impression of being more based on a ‘we know it when we see it logic’, missing the answer to the open,
but crucial question: “how do we know it when we see it?” [70].

With differing processes of policy use, ranging from more flexible, participatory measures to
normative ones, cohesion policy has been addressed in both constructivist and positivist approaches
to planning [13]. However, ESPON’s INTERCO project on developing indicators for territorial
cohesion [103] already pointed out the clear links between well-being, cohesion and sustainability
(Figure 3) in the understanding of the concept.

The project’s final report identified sustainable development as being based on the principle of
action (for change), the principle of ethics (set of values for economic, social and territorial equity)
and the principle of integration (conceptual integration for a multidimensional approach) [103].
Furthermore, with sustainability being a component of well-being and cohesion, cohesion represents a
horizontal component across the different dimensions of well-being (economic, social, environmental).

Seven years after the report’s release, however, there is still no common understanding of territorial
cohesion. As a result, there are no widely comparable indicators to capture the policies” dynamics
across European territories to date [13,64]. Given the persistent urban-rural divide and growing
regional disparities [9,90], the question of cohesion policies’ added value to a balanced territorial
development continues to be raised [3,104].
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Figure 3. Dimensions and guiding principles of territorial cohesion (Source: [83]; own illustration).

With the European Union’s spatial policies gaining influence on regional and national planning
agendas in the past decades, their guiding principles are nevertheless shaping Member States’
concepts, guidelines and strategic documents [48,105]. An example to demonstrate the lived dynamics
of European territorial policies are the operational programs for cohesion policy implementation,
which follow European legal framework guidelines while simultaneously being negotiated through
the so-called programming process carried out by national and regional authorities. In our case region,
the focus was laid on the three CBC programs INTERREG V-A Austria-Czech Republic (AT-CZ),
INTERREG V-A Austria-Hungary (AT-HU) and INTERREG V-A Slovakia-Austria (SK-AT), analyzing
the strategic documents for the programs’ implementation. Reflecting on the main priorities set,
we chose the cooperation program documents, the evaluation plans, to capture the programs’ intended
impacts and the 2018 Annual Implementation Report (AIR) to show the present implementation ‘success’
for analysis. Thereby, we aim to show the development aims, measurement efforts and current
implementation ‘progress’.

Following the EU 2020 Strategy goals as their overarching framework, all programs must show
a thematic concentration while adopting the same implementation logic. Selecting four priority
fields from a pool of eleven Thematic Objectives, given by the Common Provisions Regulation [106],
the priorities displayed in Table 1 were chosen in the case study region by the three analyzed
cooperation programs.

Table 1. Thematic Objectives (TO) chosen by the three INTERREG V-A programs in the case study
region (Source: [107-109]; own illustration).

Selected Thematic Objectives in the Case Study Region

TO1 Strengthening research, technological development and innovation

TO3 Enhancing the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)

TO6 Preserving and protecting the environment and promoting resource efficiency

TO7 Promoting sustainable transport and removing bottlenecks in key network infrastructures

TO10  Investing in education, training and vocational training for skills and lifelong learning

TO11 Enhancing institutional capacity of public authorities and stakeholders and efficient public administration

Together with the priority for Technical Assistance, the Thematic Objectives are further broken
down into a maximum of seven Investment Priorities [110], with related Specific Objectives [111],
measured through the so-called Result Indicators and Output Indicators (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Program implementation logic based on European strategic documents (Source: [106,110,111];
own illustration).

To give an overview of the program'’s structure, priorities and data used for measurement,
we compare the three CBC programs with regard to their TO and IP while also briefly discussing the
chosen SO, RI an OP. Overall, the Investment Priorities chosen in our case region are mainly clustered
around the topics dealing with research and innovation, environmental protection and resource use,
institutional capacities and public administration, education and training as well as with (sustainable)
transport infrastructure [107-109]. However, there are noticeable individual differences in the focus
setting between the three analyzed programs (Table 2).

Although the AT-CZ program and the SK-AT program have both chosen TO 1 as PA 1 to strengthen
research, technological development and innovation, the Specific Objectives and the Result Indicators
differ (capturing PA 1 1b, as displayed in Table 2, e.g., through ‘hard” Eurostat data in the AT-CZ
program, while conducting a survey on cooperation and participation in the SK-AT program). However,
the AT-HU program chose TO 3 as PA 1 (Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs), thus showing
differing regional needs and political orientations when it comes to economic infrastructure, compared
to the two other programs, which did not choose this TO.

All three programs chose TO 6 as PA 2 in order to foster sustainable development in the program
region. However, this priority shows strongly varying activities. Ranging from touristic measures
aimed at the valorization of natural and cultural heritage (measured through overnight stays in the
region) to the increase of eco-innovative potential, improvement of ecosystem services, management
and protection of water bodies, to the management of ecological corridors. Looking more into detail,
the proposed Output Indicator to measure the Result Indicators in the AT-CZ program surprisingly
also includes the reconstruction of roads (up to 10 km). In contrast, the AT-HU program places raising
awareness, training and research, as well as the protection of water bodies under that same priority.
The SK-AT program furthermore sees the development of products and services for ecological networks
and green infrastructure, cultural and natural heritage development and the increase of the expected
number of visits at supported sites in line with the protected habitats’ improved conservation status.
Thus, it seems that this TO 6 is torn between providing a means for tourism promotion, touristic and
road infrastructure, while simultaneously pursuing environmental and ecological measures.

Insufficient transnational transport infrastructures still seem to play a significant role in the border
regions, as represented by TO 7. This TO has been chosen by the AT-HU and SK-AT program as PA 3,
although with differing priorities, ranging from overall improvement of local infrastructure to the
enhancement of sustainable mobility. In contrast, the AT-CZ program chose TO 10 as PA 3, investing in
education, training and lifelong learning.

All programs chose the specific CBC TO 11 (Enhancing institutional capacity and an efficient
public administration) as PA 4, addressing issues such as cross-border cooperation of communities
and institutions through joint cultural, educational or community events, labor market and vocational
training, or educational cooperation as shared challenges.
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Table 2. INTERREG V-A programs in the case region, with chosen thematic and investment priorities
(Source: [107-109]; own illustration).

Thematic o G i P
Program Objective Priority Axis Investment Priority
IP la:
Enhancing research and innovation
(R&I) infrastructure and capacities to
PA1 ) develop R&I excellence, and
Strengthening research,  promoting centers of competence.
TO1 technological
IP 1b:
development and ; ; 5 %
N — Promoting business investment in
R&I, developing links and synergies
between enterprises, research and
development centers and the higher
education sector.
IP6c:
Conserving, protecting, promoting
and developing cultural and
natural heritage.
INTERREG IP6d:
AT-CZ PA2 Protecting and restoring biodiversity
TO6 Environmentand and soil, and promoting ecosystem
resources services through Natura 2000 and
green infrastructure.
IP6f:
Promoting innovative technologies to
improve environmental protection
and resource efficiency in the waste
sector, water sector and with regard to
soil, or to reduce air pollution.
ETC Reg. Article 7 (a) iii:
PA3 el : o
Investing in education, training and
TO 10 Human resources : % :
vocational training for skills and
development : 2
lifelong learning.
ETC Reg. Article 7 (a) iv:
fog Enhancing institutional capacity of
Sustainable networks o - b | s
TO 11 AR public authorities and stakeholders
and institutional e . s .
: and efficient public administration by
cooperation A 5
promoting cooperation.
IP 3d:
PA1 Supporting the capacity of SMEs to
TO3 Enhancing the grow in regional, national and
competitiveness of SMEs  international markets and to engage
in innovation processes.
IP6c:
Conserving, protecting, promoting
and developing cultural and
INTERREG natural heritage.
AT-HU . IP6d:
Protecting the Prc‘)itectiilng a:;d restoglgg biodiv::rsity
TO6 environment and aNC 0L, aNG PIOMO-ME cCaaysiEm

promoting resource
efficiency

services through Natura 2000 and
green infrastructure.

IP6f:

Promoting innovative technologies to
improve environmental protection
and resource efficiency in the waste
sector, water sector and with regard to
soil, or to reduce air pollution.
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Table 2. Cont.
Program g::ejen:it\l/ce Priority Axis Investment Priority
IP 7b:
Enhancing regional mobility by
connecting secondary and tertiary
PA3 nodes to TEN-T infrastructure,
Promoting sustainable including multimodal nodes.
TO7 transport and removing
bottlenecks in key HD)e7C:I . . .
network infrastructures e oping and "“_P“"’“‘g .
environmentally friendly (including
INTERREG low-noise) and low-carbon transport
ATHU systems, in order to promote
sustainable regional and
local mobility.
PA 4 ETC Reg. Article 7 (a) iv:
Brhaiiine irstitatanal Enhancing institutional capacity of
TO 11 A S public authorities and stakeholders
capacity and an efficient S offanat cablicadminictaton b
public administration and efficient public administration by
promoting cooperation.
IP 1b:
PA 1 Promoting bu‘sine.ss investment 1n
TO1 Contributing to a smart S&I' developmg.lmks s
cross-border-region etween enterprises, research apd
development centers and the higher
education sector.
IP6c:
Conserving, protecting, promoting
PA2 and developing cultural and
T Fostering natural and natural heritage.
Cl:ﬂh%l'al h.eritage and IP6d:
biodiversity Protecting and restoring biodiversity
INTERREG and soil, and promoting ecosystem
SK-AT services through Natura 2000 and
green infrastructure.
IP 7c:
Developing and improving
PA3 environmentally friendly (including
TO7 Supporting sustainable low-noise) and low-carbon transport
transport solutions systems, in order to promote
sustainable regional and
local mobility.
PA 4 ETC Reg. Article 7 (a) iv:
Enhancing institutional Enhancing institutional capacity of
TO 11 public authorities and stakeholders

capacity and an efficient
public administration

and efficient public administration by
promoting cooperation.

With regards to the data collection used for the Result Indicators and Output Indicators, we overall
observe a wide range of sources, including Eurostat data, national statistics, environmental databases,
individual measurement tools and individually conducted surveys—even to capture the same IP.
Thus, the methods differ not just between the priorities, but also when it comes to the measurement
within the same TO across the programs.

In addition, the data collection methods for the programs’ evaluation, carried out to assess program
effects and impacts in the program region, although addressing the same topics, vary between the three
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programs when it comes to the methodology used. Ranging between surveys among the beneficiaries,
general data collection, data derived from the Electronic Monitoring System (eMS), website analytics,
desk research, interviews, project reports, experimental and statistical methods, focus groups, expert
panels etc., they are conducted internally or with the help of specialized agencies [112-114]. Therefore,
we need to question the comparability of the reported effects and impacts of territorial cohesion policy
measures across territories.

Taking the latest Annual Implementation Reports (AIR) for 2018 [115-117], it becomes apparent
that—together with the delayed implementation of all three programs—they were not (or were only
partially) able to meet the overall proposed performance framework regarding the milestones and
financial implementation plans.

Table 3 shows the differing allocation of funding between the three programs in 2018, four years
after the start of the funding period.

Table 3. Chosen cooperation program allocation of funding according to the three Annual
Implementation Reports (AIR) 2018 reports for the Priority Axes 1-4, without Technical Assistance
(Source: [107,115-117]; own illustration).

Program PA1 TO PA2 TO PA3 TO PA4 TO

AT-CZ 81% TO1 77% TO6 56% TO 10 38% TO11
AT-HU 59% TO3 82% TO6 96% TO7 66% TO 11
SK-AT 17% TO1 5% TO6 0% 18 d 22% TO 11

The AT-CZ program already allocated 81% to the PA 1, with 99% to IP 1a while IP 1b only
holds 54% [115]. Therefore, research cooperation in Ré&I seems to be of higher priority than business
investment for R&l in the program’s region. With a total allocation of 77%, PA 2 indicates that while IP
6¢ (72%), aiming at the protection and conservation of cultural and natural heritage, and IP 6f (49%) are
devoted to promoting innovative services and technologies for environmental protection, they show
moderate tendencies of funding allocation; however, IP 6d, striving for protection and restoration
of biodiversity and soil as well as the promotion of ecosystem services, has already over exceeded
its planned budget (119%). However, PA 3, with IP 10a (56%), investing in education and training,
and PA 4 (38%), aiming to enhance sustainable networks and institutional cooperation, are rather
underemployed [2].

In comparison, the AT-HU program shows that only 59% of the funds are allocated for PA 1 IP 3d
to enhance the competitiveness of the SMEs [116]. However, PA 2, aiming to protect the environment
and promote resource efficiency, has already allocated 82% for all IP (6c, 6d, 6f). In contrast to the
SK-AT program, PA 3, aiming at the promotion of sustainable transport and network infrastructures,
shows a 96% utilization rate for IP 7b and 7c, while PA 4 (66%) points toward a moderate allocation.

Finally, the SK-AT program performance shows results difficult to compare. Due to the programs’

late designation (August 2018) and implementation, PA 1 only reaches 17% of the target value for
2018 [117], aiming to foster research, technological development and innovation. With PA 2 and its IP
(6¢, 6d), aiming for the valorization of cultural and natural heritage and the management of ecological
corridors, getting to only 5% of the 2018 target value, PA 3 and IP 7c, aiming at sustainable transport
solutions, do not show any performances at all. PA 4, targeting the improvement of institutional
capacity building and efficient public administration, however, reached 22% of the target value [2].
Overall, the programs’ thematic focuses display similar development needs in the case region,
although with slightly different priorities when it comes to investments. Considering, for example, TO 6,
which aims to provide environmental and resource efficiency measures, the ‘creative leeway’ to cover
multiple agendas becomes observable in all three programs. However, the different implementation
states with regards to the programs’ reported ‘progress’, point towards regional dynamics that are
hardly addressed in the 2018 AIR, telling only little about the programs’ development beyond a general
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program ‘performance’. Moreover, the different evaluation approaches raise the question of whether
comparable statements on the programs’ success can be made based on the provided data.

However, all three programs reflect the aforementioned dimensions of territorial cohesion in
addressing societal (well-being), economic (cohesion) and environmental (sustainability) aspects of
regional development. Nonetheless, the EU’s rationale, following a ‘do it—measure it—report it’
understanding of regional effects, seems to create multiple approaches to prove regional development,
while also posing significant challenges for the program implementations in cross-border regions,
making it difficult to understand the policies’ effects on a softer scale.

4.3. Regional Problem Definition, Implementation and Territorial Cohesion Post-2020

Considering the regional aspects of territorial cohesion policies, we asked the stakeholders for
their problem definition and focus setting, challenges in the policy formulation and implementation,
as well as their future wishes for the post-2020 program period. Thereby, we aim to address and
display the ‘softer’ aspects of territorial policies and the regional practice of program drafting and
implementation. According to the interviewees, the selection of regional priorities for cooperation
programs is a multifaceted process, building on strategic national documents, studies, external
consultants, evaluations from previous program periods and bilateral negotiation processes. Given that
CBC programs are highly regionalized compared to transnational programs, the “funding pots” are
also regarded as such. One interviewee thus points out that “every federal state tries to get the funds it
has put into the program, so to speak, back out again through projects” [Int_10_1 2018: 2].

In addition to the already complex setting of different language and cultural backgrounds, there is
also a slight imbalance of responsibilities in the decision-making process. In the centralist-organized
countries, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary, ministry representatives hold the responsibilities
for decision making, while the regional representatives have mainly a consultancy function [Int_12,
10_2, 16, 17, 18 2018]. Austria, in contrast, is organized in federal states that attach importance to
the regional level in spatial planning differently [118]. Thus, regional representatives (the so-called
Regional Coordinators) represent the program in all territorial decisions.

Overall, in the course of the programming process, the main challenge mentioned was to find the
right amount of compromises, and “[ ... ] balance between the interests [ ... ] [to] write a program
together, so that everyone can find [their priorities] again” [2]. With different development standards,
the cooperating regions face the challenge that there are different views on “What is important in
cross-border cooperation?” [2,4]. One interviewee points out an example from the Austria-Czech
Republic program, noting that, while “[ ... ] tourism, for example is still a big issue in the Czech
Republic [or] the restoration of buildings [ ... ], [iln Austria, this is not or only partially important,
[thus there are] [ ... ] different weightings. You try to work this out somehow in the course of the
programming and then write it into a program. And that builds the basis for the decision making” [2,4].
Similar dynamics are also observable in the other two CBC programs.

When it comes to the priorities set, however, the actors note that, overall, they did not change
significantly over time for the three programs [Int_11_1, 13, 21, 23, 14 2018]. While the main focus on
issues tackling tourism, natural and cultural heritage, infrastructure or language training remained
constant, a stronger focus on R&D, institutional cooperation and issues targeting sustainable resource
use developed more recently [Int_11_1, 14, 17, 18_1 2018]. Some actors point out that the only
significant thematic shift was away from labor market related topics, that were under stronger focus in
the previous program period (2007-2013) as a consequence of the Schengen Agreement and the EU
Eastern enlargement [Int_9, 10, 11, 23 2018].

Instead, the actors highlighted the positive change in the intensity of the cooperation.
The introduction of the ‘lead partner principle’ for the 2007-2013 program period and the changed
framework conditions [Int_12_1, 13, 14_1 2018], led to a development where the “[ ... ] [programs]
have gone from INTERREG in cooperation with PHARE CBC [pre-accession CBC programs] to a joint
INTERREG program” [Int_12_1 2018: 2]. Reflecting on that shift, a program actor concludes that “[a]t
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the same time, this was a greater challenge because we really had to work out common topics [whereas
before] it was more of a coexistence. That is, I take a partner who co-signs and acts as a ‘silent partner’
in a partnership, and everyone does-not what they want, of course under the motto of cooperation,
but-more or less they run in parallel worlds [ ... ]” [2].

However, measuring and reporting the programs’ cross-border dynamics remains a challenge for
all programs. Capturing the program impacts, one program authority points out that, especially the
indicator selection, alongside with the budget allocation, caused numerous debates and confusion.
Thus, an external planning agency which supported the programming group “[ ... ] had to just make
something up. Of course, based on their experience and we trusted them on that back then. After all,
the Commission has approved it, [although] [nJow we are struggling a little bit with it.” [Int_8 2018: 7].
Furthermore, it was pointed out that the European Commission tends to follow a rather theoretical
model with proposing the impact orientation, not reflecting on the reality of the programs and their
only very limited impacts on socio-economic developments in the program regions [Int_18_2, 20 2018].
Although there is a strong commitment to the need to somehow quantify the projects” progress in
general, as one interviewee puts it, the indicators chosen tend to be “[ ... ] very general, because you
have so many different, diverse projects, that it is difficult to apply one single measure to everything.
That’s why we still have the individual outputs for each project, which actually tell you more about the
project. [Though] they will not be reported [to the Commission]. That is just to measure the progress
of the project when a report comes in. But I must say, I find them more meaningful” [Int_17 2018: 15].
Taking this into account, the program’s “verifiable’ success when it comes to what is reported back to the
European Commission seems to be mainly perceived through its ability to allocate funding in the set time
periods [Int_17, 19_2 2018]. This puts the program authorities under intense pressure for continuous
justification to meet the target thresholds, notwithstanding regional, socio-economic or administrative
dynamics. CBC programs are being further torn between two legislative systems, with varying federal
and national authorities involved in so-called first level and second level controls, as well as certifying
authorities; this adds several complications and an enormous amount of bureaucracy to the already
complex program implementation structure [Int_18_1 2018]. Also addressed through other CBC
program assessments [74,119,120], all interviewed stakeholders pointed out their growing frustration
with the administrative burden, often overshadowing the actual programs’ progress when it comes to
their ability to fund projects that address the improvement of so-called ‘softer aspects’ and quality
of life at the regional level (such as medical cooperation, environmental or joint education programs
across the borders). One program actor, involved in more than one CBC program, states that there are
“[ ... ] far too many players with far too many different functions for only little money” [Int_18_1 2018:
7]. With the growing complexity of the programs creating the need for professionalization that leads
to the decrease of smaller actors, such as non-governmental organizations [Int_2, 10_2, 12_1, 13, 16
2018], the imbalance regarding different co-financing rates and overall differing regulations across the
participating countries also poses significant challenges for the program implementation in general
[Int_10_1, 19_2 2018].

One interviewee, responsible for the program administration in the Joint Secretary, thus states that
“[tIhe project-specific and overall objectives and project results, these four levels alone, beneficiaries
[ ... ] cannot make out a difference easily. [ ... ]. [The] differences in the wording are hardly perceptible
[... ]. [So]ithas[... ] become too complicated and the simplification is not always successful
either. Especially when it comes to personnel cost accounting, but also some others. [Additionally],
the controlling bodies want to make sure that the old principles [ ... ] are maintained, [opting for] one
hundred percent security [ ... ], [and thus], some people create extra rules to secure themselves with—it’s
called gold-plating—and I think it's everywhere [ ... ]” [Int_13 2018: 9]. Thus, with INTERREG
becoming a mainstream program, “[ ... ] the flexibility and the contribution to European integration
is increasingly neglected. Because [with the] program [ ... | having to meet the EU 2020 targets and
contributing to impact indicators, this is increasingly a challenge. Whether this is an improvement is
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’

hard to tell. However, the balancing act becomes even greater at the level of administrative processing’
[Int_12_1 2018: 7], one interviewee summarizes the current situation.

Reflecting on these obstacles, we also asked the stakeholders to give recommendations and
state future wishes for territorial cohesion policy when it comes to the upcoming planning period.
Unsurprisingly, almost all actors point out the need for a decrease of the administrative burden and
bureaucracy for all program levels, together with effective simplification measures in order to make
the program attractive again and counteract decreasing project application numbers [Int_8, 9, 10_2,
11_2,17, 16, 20 2018]. An interviewee states that she wishes “[ ... | that programs are downgraded
back to a tolerable level of administration [ ... ] [s]o that they can do what they actually intend to do,
namely, to promote good cross-border projects in a way that the project partners are able to implement
the projects” [Int_10_2 2018: 14f.]. Furthermore, she notes that “Of course there have to be controls,
[... ] we are talking about public money, but the way we are currently handling [the programs] is
just beyond good and evil. So [if this remains the same], we can actually stop [doing what we do]
because it is simply too costly for all parties involved” [2]. Another program authority also states
that although there are definitely a lot innovative project ideas in general, these ideas are often not
realized, as applicants cannot handle the administration requirements, often already struggling with
the application forms. As a result, there are many projects building on old partnerships, creating a
‘more of the same’ continuance when it comes to the project landscape [Int_16 2018: 3].

Calling for greater continuity where possible with regard to the upcoming program period
[Int_11_2, 19, 22 2018], the actors furthermore refer to the burden of being forced to start all over
again every seven years. Criticizing the often missing cross-border planning character, with a largely
thematic instead of a content-based focus, they also view the programs as being more a means for
national/regional distribution of funding, rather than planning in functional regions based on their
needs, capabilities and interdependencies across national borders [Int_9, 11_1, 23 2018]. Therefore,
concluding on these developments, one interviewed actor notes that he believes “[ ... ] that cross-border
cooperation itself is a value, although this is hardly derivable from statistical indicators,” thus asking
further: “how can we say that the program is successful then?” [Int_13 2018: 19]. Answering this
question, he pointedly states that the “program is successful, because we build up a relatively stable
cooperation, even in the constantly changing institutional and personal [settings] [ ... ], we can
put this cooperation back on its feet; because we continuously learn from each other; because the
learning process is mutual, both at project and program level, because the demand for cross-border
co-financing—not only for financing — but for the cross-border projects, for cross-border cooperation, is
there and new developments, new project ideas, new innovative ideas are constantly emerging. I think
that is in itself a success” [2].

Reflecting on the statements discussed, the tensions between the current program logics and
local capabilities for development become apparent. Drawing from an analysis of the French-German
PAMINA cross-border region, Terlouw [74] already highlighted the structural mismatches between the
scales of different cross-border relations. Pointing out the vertical mismatches, linked to the differences
in the horizontal logics of economic and administrative cross-border relations, he has shown the
disconnection of regional success of European economic integration from the cross-border region.
Picking up Nussbaum'’s [26] critique on macroeconomic synthetic indicators to measure developmental
progress, we need to ask whether the current representation of ‘success” allows to actually induce
sustainable territorial development (beyond GDP figures), or rather serves the maintenance of the
regional status quo.

Taking into account the empirical findings, which showcase the differences between the integration
and implementation of cohesion policy goals in regional development, we do, on the one hand, confirm
observations of related studies on cross-border cooperation when it comes to the distributive logics of
European policy measures [121-125]. However, we also show that regional diversity creates uneven
impacts when using uniform policy interventions and illustrate the context and scale dependency of
the perception of sustainable development and spatial justice in the analyzed regions.
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5. Conclusions

Pointing out the growing critique on supranational cohesion policies’ continued following of a
growth narrative, rather than a development one, we identify the need for alternative approaches to a
spatially just development. Tracing these ideas through literature, we furthermore demonstrate the
complementarity of emerging concepts of post-growth and spatial justice informed by the capabilities
approach to development. Rarely crossing borders according to actual regional interdependencies,
present European territorial policy approaches seem to be more about resource distribution than actual
spatial organization and planning, thus failing to address rising territorial inequalities in the analyzed
regions. Turning to an analysis of regional statistics, CBC program documents and empirical data
from the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region, we highlight the need for change from
current GDP-based growth models towards heterogeneity and plural paths to transformative futures.
Against the backdrop of persisting urban-rural disparities and continuing spatial inequality in the past
decade, the ongoing ‘more of the same’ administrative routine allows for a perception of ‘success’,
that is mainly based on the allocation of funding and seems comfortable with the status quo as long as
in- and outward payments are at equilibrium. Considering sustainability to be a central dimension of
territorial cohesions’ aim for balanced development, however, growing disparities additionally put
those regions at danger which are often already the most vulnerable when it comes to social, economic
and environmental inequality.

Nevertheless, current development measures seem to lead towards the continuance of existing
spatial inequalities across the investigated border regions. The analyzed data indicate that using
the current growth-driven approaches to development does not capture the dimensions of territorial
cohesion at the regional scale adequately, instead mirroring a catch-up-driven struggle for locational
competition. In contrast to other approaches, we thus identify the right to difference through a spatial
justice perspective, as bearing the potential to transition territorial cohesion to a post-growth paradigm
for a more spatially just and sustainability-oriented policy. Concluding on the presented literature and
the discussed empirical findings, we point out two central dimensions of spatial justice relevant for
future planning approaches. Firstly, capability-oriented approaches must stronger address horizontal
aspects of justice, dealing with the access to and provision of resources (e.g., to democratic and
legal institutions, labor market, welfare state, social and community systems, infrastructure, housing,
transportation or environmental ‘goods’). Secondly, spatial policies also need to reflect on vertical
aspects of justice, such as the participative capabilities when it comes to just power relations to avoid
dependency, dominance and oppression [11,16,19,26,38,43,126].

In calling for the ‘right to not catch up’, we do not intend to romanticize rurality, the dismantling
of infrastructure, the refusal of change, or even more assent to leaving regions behind. Rather,
we describe two inter-related shifts in regional development policy and discourse. Regionalizing
spatial justice calls attention not only to how spaces are occupied, but also to how they are measured
and assessed. If we are to accept that regions have the right to determine and pursue meaningful
futures according to their own needs, contexts and endogenous capabilities, we cannot presume that
their progress can be measured along a singular, economic-based development path. However, this is
the fundamental flaw in current approaches to territorial cohesion. Shifting the perspective from an
economic race with rules set by the winners, outcomes dependent on continuous growth and a system
multiplying non-comparable outcomes, this leads us to insist on the ‘right to not catch up” as a thought
experiment that interlinks spatial justice and territorial sustainability. In doing so, our contribution
joins long-running critiques on territorial cohesion implementation and measurement, increasing
dissatisfaction with business-as-usual models, as well as calls for genuine action in spatial policies to
mitigate negative climate change impacts.

Additionally, with the European Member States” growing emphasis on the protection of their
sovereignty and autonomy, present policy handling runs the risk of missing the aim for cross-national
coordination of environmental, climate and social policy action. Against the background of current
global upheavals, adding to climate change and growing socio-economic inequalities, as well as with

64



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4797 20 of 26

the ongoing transition into the new funding period (2021-2027), it seems to be the right moment to call
for a changed perspective to sustainable territorial development. In this context, a comprehensive
approach based on the capabilities of the regions seems to be best suited to initiate green and just policy
approaches. There are several reasons why we believe that the European Commission ought to take a
keen interest in spatial justice. First, as our case region suggests, a shift from ‘catch up’ discourses to
spatial justice could help maintain and strengthen the Member States’ commitment to the supranational
community, including by considering differing political cultures. Second, by foregrounding regional
capabilities, spatial justice could initiate a more sensible use of funds and thereby help address spatial
inequalities (more) specifically, in more context-related ways, and relevant to the regional actors—to
those governing and also those being the recipients of the policies” measures. In turn, by thinking
differently about how to mitigate regional disparities beyond a dependency-based framework, regions
would be enabled to take on more responsibility for their development. Finally, at a time when cohesion
policy is clearly under pressure and arguably in crisis [9,127], spatial justice holds the potential to
renew the fundamental ambitions for European peacekeeping as well as territorial cohesion. In this
sense, spatial justice does not interfere with the object of territorial cohesion but marks a much-needed
shift from fuzzy fragmentation [70] to sustainable human and environmental flourishing.

Hence, we urge for attention to spatial justice and sustainability as two sides of the same coin, neither
met with one-dimensional interventions in funding mechanisms, nor ‘greening’ existing growth models.
Given the fact that the current economic logics do not apply the same way to regions as they (in theory) do
for markets, and no ‘invisible hand’ will regulate the European regions’ fate, there is the need for developing
future practicable alternatives and the deconstruction of present assessment logics. Furthermore, in order
to gain knowledge on the policies’ actual added value to regional development, there should be a stronger
distinction between territorial cohesion’s long-term social-spatial effects, such as trust-building and the
establishment of new governance structures, as well as short-term, ‘hard’ data-driven ‘correlations’, such as
the reconstruction of natural and cultural heritage and regional overnight stays. However, since present
approaches to the policies” outcomes seem to actively take into account trade-offs in significance in favor
of (relative) data comparability, by leaving out the regional context, cohesion policy measures are unlikely
to truly tackle the actual challenges ahead. Since current indicators for ‘success’ and ‘failure” do not
display regional dynamics adequately, a change of perspective is needed to actually address the recurring
question of whether structurally weak regions, despite their ‘not catching up’, should continue to get
European funding at all.

Above all, European territorial policy needs stronger interlinking with regional planning
instruments, as these are currently running parallel, in order to actually address ongoing development
challenges of European regions. It is only by addressing the similarities and differences of regions
adequately through policy re-scaling, a stronger coordination of European, national and regional goals
for development and the alignment of planning horizons, that regional visions get the actual chance to
be operationalized and implemented in local contexts. Overlooking current policy limitations and
keeping the present approach towards development may lead to even more social-spatial polarization
at the expense of environmental aspects [34], territorial cohesion and thus sustainable territorial
development [128]. Therefore, further research on the methodology for and operationalization of spatial
justice, as well as on its options and limitations is needed to better understand the relationship between
the added value presented by the respective approach and the necessary concessions. The pressing
need for genuinely sustainable solutions for Europe’s diverse regions in today’s challenging times
surely makes the effort of finding answers for complex questions worthwhile.
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Introduction

What constitutes development changes over time and comes along with geographically
differentiated definitions that vary within and between places (Pike et al., 2007). Early addressed
by the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987). the idea of sustainable development steadily shaped
policy formulation as well as implementation strategies at various scales. Reflecting a process of
taking social responsibility for long-term interdependencies between global-local human
activities and nature it also pays attention to different and often unbalanced (spatial) power
dynamics (Avelino, 2017; Breuer et al.. 2019: Lele & Norgaard, 1996). With the turn of the
millennium, European Union (EU) strategics started to frame development increasingly under
sustainability-related aspects, however, simultancously pushing for territorial competitiveness as
a consequence of a global-local competition dynamics (EC, 2004; Nordregio et al., 2007;
Voinescu & Moisoiu, 2015). Recently, this focus has been even more strengthened by aligning
central investment policies, such as EU cohesion policy, towards green growth approaches
through the European ‘Green Deal” (CEC, 2019). Considering the uneven distribution of regional
benefits and losses and the continuance of social. economic and environmental imbalances,
scholars have put the desirability of regional growth-orientation repeatedly under question
(Ossewaarde & Ossewaarde-Lowtoo. 2020; Sarracino, 2019). Characteristically. so-called ‘left
behind places’ (Pike et al., 2023: Rodriguez-Pose, 2018) became the figurehead of this debate in
Europe. Symbolizing deprived places of manifold social-economic inequalities, some remain
trapped in a downward spiral under present territorial policies. Assessing European cohesion
policies actual consequences under the continuance of the neoliberal project, calls for more
holistic, progressive and sustainable versions of local and regional development increased (Raco,
2012; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). Scholars argued for greater sensitivity towards environmental and
spatial justice following the understanding that fair development needs to address more than
economic concerns, while also acknowledge the diversity of regional paths (Faburel, 2012;
Fainstein, 2012; Panzera & Postiglione, 2022; Weck et al., 2022). Nonetheless, though
sustainability’s continuous frictions with growth-oriented agendas are well documented (Hickel
& Kallis, 2020; Roberts, 2003; Rosa & Henning, 2017; Sandler & Pezzullo, 2007), post-growth
implications for European cohesive development have rarely been discussed (Rauhut & Humer,
2020). With continued regional polarisation, intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic, new lines
of global conflict (Capello & Caragliu, 2021) and increasing regional climate change
vulnerabilities (ESPON, 2013), European just, sustainable and balanced territorial development
poses a particularly challenging task at present. Though European spatial policies have
increasingly become concerned with the local scale, actor-centred, relational and capabilities-
oriented perspectives to development are rarely addressed (Demeterova et al. 2020a; Bachtrogler
etal.. 2020: Crescenzi et al., 2019; Kurath et al., 2018).
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However, as sustainability-oriented transitions require collective action for societal
change processes (Welch & Yates, 2018) and European territorial cohesion is already perceived
strongly along relational dimensions (Demeterova et al. 2020a), a shifting focus towards local
capabilities and relational aspects seems a reasonable (Heidenreich, 2005). Taking these
considerations, the article assesses the potential of stronger process, actors and capabilities-
oriented perspectives for European spatial development. Therefore, it looks into the framing of
what currently constitutes sustainable and balanced European development to analyse the
dominant narratives shaping present territorial responses. A qualitative content analysis of
strategic policy documents for cohesion, territorial action and sustainability transitions, from the
past (2014-2020) and present (2021-2027) European funding period, is being carried out.
Allowing to reduce complexity and serving as an interpretative lens, the document analysis
thereby follows a framing analysis approach (Shmueli, 2008). It reflects on the underlying values
for development and sustainability, guiding objectives, problematisation and identified solutions,
the allocated responsibilities as well as on opportunities for feedback. Contributing to
interdisciplinary discussions on European territorial cohesion, the article adds an important and
rarely addressed perspective on the significance of underlying narratives for both, European
cohesive and sustainable development strategies that shape local planning decisions for just and
sustainable transitions.

The following argumentation firstly points out the challenges to territorial cohesion,
spatial justice and sustainable development for European regions before referring to the strengths
of stronger relational planning and learning-oriented approaches. After the material and methods
are being introduced, the following chapter presents and discusses the results of the conducted
framing analysis. Finally, showing that the overall framing logic addresses sustainable
development as a mix between the management of resources, coordinative tasks for spatial justice
and processes of taking informed, systemic action, the conclusion argues for a reframing of
European territorial strategies towards greater capabilities, learning and process-orientation for

sustainable transitions.
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European green growth and the challenges to spatial justice and sustainability

transitions

Considering the history of modermn world economy, Wallerstein (1988) carly on asks
whether the prevailing approach to development can be seen as following a lodestar or illusion.
He critically points towards the discrepancy of the often-proclaimed twin goals: striving for
greater inner equality and at the same time for economic growth. This understanding implies
catching-up with those performing the best, as does the present European territorial cohesion
rationale (Demeterova et al., 2020b). However, since these are quite opposing objectives, they
are not correlative and remain in contradiction ever since, especially under sustainable
development goals (Managi, 2019).

Overall, spatial planning. after a phase of peacetime reconstruction in the post-war era,
became increasingly oriented towards the proper allocation of resources based on rational and
economic decision-making (Friedmann & Hudson, 1974). With ever increasing regional
challenges from globalisation dynamics and an rising awareness towards environmental
pressures, the Lisbon Strategy (CEC, 2001a) and the Gothenburg Strategy (CEC, 2001b) have
steered the European spatial development discourse towards competitiveness and sustainability
from the turn of the millennium on (Nordregio et al., 2007). Striving for "the most competitive
and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world" (CEC, 2001a, p. 1) European strategics
were also eager to let “economic growth, social cohesion and environmental protection [...] go
hand in hand” (CEC, 2001b, p. 2). This perspective shaped an understanding that growth and
sustainability can be balanced together if tied to appropriate policy measures and technical
innovation. Adopting that rhetoric early, territorial cohesion policy joined as European cohesion’s
third pillar, alongside economic and social cohesion, with the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty
(CEC, 2007). But, already the Green Paper on territorial cohesion concluded that the key
challenge remains to “ensure a balanced and sustainable territorial development of the EU as
whole, strengthening its economic competitiveness and capacity for growth while respecting the
need to preserve its natural assets and ensuring social cohesion" (CEC, 2008, p. 6).

Despite the efforts of the EU’s cohesion policy to promote balanced economic and social
development across Europe, its focus on regional growth poles has not had the desired
distributional effects intended (Bere et al., 2015; Luukkonen, 2010). Over the past decades,
European strategies largely prioritized regional catching-up efforts, notwithstanding
geographically uneven distribution patterns of benefits and losses (Demeterova et al. 2020b:
Hacker, 2021; Sala-i-Martin, 1996; Tvrdon, 2012). Shifting from equity-oriented, donor-recipient
models towards more growth-oriented policies, inter- and intra-regional imbalances of European

regions were rather reinforced than mitigated (Hacker, 2021; Pike et al., 2007). Lingering
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disparities, especially between national centre regions and their surrounding ‘lagging-behind’
regions, have been increasingly identified as posing a significant thread to the overall European
cohesion process and political stability (Capello & Caragliu, 2021; Iammarino et al., 2017;
Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). Academic discussions also identify the steadily diverging economic and
social policy priorities, due to conflicting national interests and uneven territorial globalisation
effects, as significant risk to European territorial integration and sustainability transitions (Glawe
& Wagner, 2021). Further, with climate change effects gaining significance in regional
development, also the differences in regional climate vulnerabilities increasingly add to existing
cohesion challenges (ESPON, 2013).

Recently European strategies were reorganized towards “green growth’ objectives by
aligning central investment policies to the European Green Deal (CEC, 2019). Though growth
proponents argued for the positive effects of economic growth for regional prosperity ever since,
more critical scholars have increasingly pointed out that growth not necessarily leads towards
improved wellbeing, regional equity and sustainability (Jackson, 2011: Rauhut & Humer. 2020;
Rosa & Henning, 2017). With green growth being largely tied to an increase in national
production and consumption patterns, doubts regarding its contribution to sustainability
transitions were voiced (Hickel & Kallis, 2020; Schmid, 2019). Given that the, particularly
innovation driven, competitiveness of places remains the catchword for development under green
growth premises, scholars questioned the desirability of continuous economic growth for actual
local well-being and sustainable development (Ossewaarde & Ossewaarde-Lowtoo. 2020: Rosa
& Henning, 2017). Critics further argued against a continuance of a “politics of waiting’. calling
for alternative perspectives to development and sustainability that allow to truly target existing
inequalities (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006).

Sustainability transition approaches argue for holistic and integrated measures, pointing
towards the need for stronger collaborative and participatory processes to mitigate climate change
and creating more liveable, equitable, and resilient places (Hinrichs, 2014; Truffer & Coenen,
2012). Prominent alternative approaches to development increasingly started to shape debates on
the just development of places, allowing to reflect on underlying power imbalances, distributive
and participatory dynamics as well as the access to central resources (Alkire, 2005; Dikeg, 2001
Fainstein, 2010; Kjell, 2011; Soja. 2010). The spatial justice approach in particular, as an
instrument for critical spatial thought, have been early used in the context of “right to” movements,
calling for participation, individual liberties, social justice, articulation and the right to difference,
to meet the challenges of global commodification and capitalism dynamics (Harvey, 1976, 2003
Lefebvre, 1967: Pirie, 1983: Soja, 2010). More recent discussions picked up these ideas and
addressed spatial justice in the context of European territorial cohesion (Jones et al., 2019:
Madanipour et al., 2022; Weck et al., 2022; Weckroth & Moisio, 2020). These debates also

closely intersect with the capabilities approach (Nussbaum, 2013; Nussbaum & Sen, 1993).
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Addressing the role of equity in development, capabilities are seen as the process of expanding
individual freedoms, where economic growth can be only one of many supporting factors (Sen,
1999). Especially for lesser developed regions, a focus on regional capabilities allows to reflect
on regional differences, target actors, networks and propose relational approaches to integrated
territorial development (Heidenreich, 2005). Connecting these ideas to the very idea of faimess,
equity, justice and well-being, the challenge. however, remains to date to define and agree upon
an general methodology for comparison of the largely qualitative, subjective and context-
dependent data (Sen, 2017).

Relationality in spatial planning and the potential of learning-oriented goals

The steadily shifting focus towards economic progress and regional competitiveness of
European cohesion policy went hand in hand with an increase in efforts towards stronger
evidence-based planning (Faludi & Waterhout, 2006). Especially the Barca-Report, a cohesion
policy reform for the period post-2013, coined the usage of common target, outcome and
performance indicators (Barca, 2009). Aiming for the greater effectiveness of cohesion funds, the
reform shifted the policy’s focus on territorial matters away from the ‘means’ towards the “ends’
of regional processes for greater comparability (Barca & McCann, 2011). Nonetheless, although
adding the European Observation Network on Territorial Development and Cohesion (ESPON,
2007) in the course of increased monitoring efforts, the difficulties in gaining comparable data
beyond economic indicators remain to this date. With concerns about the character of valid
evidence and overall cross-country comparability, the critique of macroeconomic indicators for
regional wellbeing grew (Davoudi, 2006; Krizek et al., 2009). Thedvall (2012) pointed towards
the political and cultural dimensions of European indicators. Based on their bureaucratic logic,
she argued, these indicators are largely being treated as representing an objective, politically
neutral reality. However, they rather result from a logic of cultural intimacy, “in which the
material that is made transparent is based upon what an EU member state wants to keep to itself
and not reveal to the entire EU” (Thedvall, 2012, p. 311). Further considering, that territorial
cohesion is perceived as a relational and place-based processual approach by the implementing
actors (Demeterova et al. 2020a), a mere outcome-orientation risks only insufficiently reflecting
the actual territorial dynamics. Recent planning theory, influenced by science and technology
studies and the actor-network theory, started to stronger acknowledge relationality as an empirical
phenomenon while investigating how specific sets of relations are inscribed into everyday
practices and instruments (Kurath et al., 2018). Reflecting on how relations are shaping the
qualities of places, aspects of collective and individual learning have been identified as important
components of social practice for complex change processes, collective action, policy
effectiveness and functioning organizational routines (Adams et al., 2014; Argyris, 1993).

However, according to essential organisational psychologies studies, the potential of learning is
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heavily dependent on the respective goalsetting (Dweck, 1986 Elliott & Dweck, 1988; Grant &
Dweck, 2003). Focusing on winning positive judgments regarding individual competences, so-
called performance goals actually hinder learning through adopting strategies that aim to avoid
potential errors (Dweck, 1999). In contrast, learning goals accept failure as part of the learning
process, focussing rather on individual competences, the understanding of new things and the
development of new skillsets, thereby expanding individual capabilities and resilience strategies
while taking a solutions-oriented focus. In short, while performance goals are measuring the
ability to perform, learning goals are about the process of mastering new things.

These considerations seem worthwhile noticing in reflections on regional development
strategies that are closely tied to intrapersonal, organisational, and relational dynamics. With
lingering spatial disparitics and places ‘lagging” behind, regional success and failure risks also be
shaped by present European territorial goalsetting towards performance and quantifiable evidence
(Demeterova et al. 2020b). Though related concepts. such as the ‘learning regions’ approach,
were applied in European territorial development, their application rendered hardly successful
(Rutten & Boekema, 2012). Being too focussed on regional innovation and conceptionally too
ambiguous, they failed to develop into a widely used concept. Therefore, relationality in planning
needs to involve a broadened perspective on processes and the heterogeneity of entities connected

through collective action, agency, and interaction, while allowing for a diversity of regional paths.

Material and Methods

The analysis builds on a qualitative document analysis (Silverman, 2006) of selected
European policy documents. Choosing the framing analysis approach as a conceptual and analytic
tool, the study follows Schmueli’s understanding of framing as an interpretative lens, allowing to
reduce complexity, filter perceptions and define fields of vision on relevant considerations in the
decision making process (Druckman, 2004; Shmueli, 2008). Applying five framing categories,
see Table 1, together with related sub-categories, the article follows the framing of European
cohesion, territorial and sustainable action.

The chosen frames thereby allow to reflect on (i) the understanding and identification of
the underlying values for development and sustainability; (ii) the phrasing of the chosen
development objectives; (iii) the substance guiding the outcomes together with the
problematisation and focus setting: (iv) the overall development process as understood through

the frameworks and actors involved; and (v) the characterisation of the targeted progress.

Table I - Framing categories selected for content analysis (own illustration).

Framing (i) Identity and Value (understanding) The documents selected for analysis
Categories  (ii) Phrasing (goalsetting)
(iii) Substance (problematisation)
(iv) Process (solutions and actions) cohesion policy regulations, territorial
(v) Characterisation (progress)

(Table 2) comprise central European

strategies and framework documents

; . 4o 6
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for sustainable development. In order to demonstrate the framing process over time, the article
chose to look at past and present regulations and framework documents for European
development, comparing documents from the previous (2014-2020) to those for the present

funding period (2021-2027).

Table 2 — Analysed documents (own illustration).

Documents Analysed  Cohesion Policy Programme Period

2014 - 2020 2021 - 2027
European Cohesion Common provisions regulation Common provisions
and Shared (1303/2013) regulation (2021/1060)
Management Funds (European Regional Development Fund  (European Regional Development
Regulations (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF), ~ Fund (ERDF), the European Social

the Cohesion Fund (CF), the European
Agricultural Fund for Rural
Development (EAFRD) and the
European Maritime and Fisheries Fund

Fund Plus (ESF+), the Cohesion
Fund (CF), the Just Transition
Fund (JTF) and the European
Maritime, Fisheries and

(EMFF)) Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF) and
financial rules for those and for
the Asylum, Migration and
Integration Fund (AMIF), the
Internal Security Fund (ISF) and
the Instrument for Financial
Support for Border Management
and Visa Policy (IBMF))

Territorial Frameworks Territorial Agenda 2020 (2011) Territorial Agenda 2030
(2020)

Environmental Action
Programme 2030 (2020)

(proposal)

Environmental Environmental Action
Frameworks Programme 2020 (2013)

This selection was made under the aspects of feasibility, representativity and significance,
choosing policy regulations that guide past and present discussions on the process of sustainable
and cohesive European territorial development. The document analysis has been carried out using
the software MAXQDA. The coding structure resulted from an iterative process, combining an
inductive and deductive approach to code development and sustainability objectives in
combination with the framing categories. In total 18 main codes, plus additional sub-codes, have

been identified for the following analysis (Table 3).
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1
2
able 3 —Framing analysis categories and coding structure (own illustration).

3 Table 3 —Framing analysi gOri d coding ill i
4
5 Framing . .
6 2 Coding Structure (with sub-codes)

Categories
7 (i)  Identity ¢ Overall Development * Sustainable Development
8 and Value - spatial justice and - knowledge building
9 capabilities - economic, environmental, social sustainability

— balance and solidarit - reference to framework documents
10 bal d solidarity fi f k d
11 — growth/ competitiveness
12 (ii) Phrasing e Policy * Growth, e Climate change ¢ Wellbeing, social e Integrated
13 coherence competiti- and environment inclusion, territorial
14 and venessand - protection, participation and development
effective- infra- — mitigation, governance —reduction of
15 ness structure environmental —demographic disparities
16 — innovation integration, challenges and — diversity of
17 — mobility — green/just social inclusion places
18 and transition and — wellbeing and —dev. of urban
19 connectivity adaptation quality of life areas
20 - energy - preservation of - knowledge —dev. of rural
security and natural and building, training, areas
21 efficiency cultural heritage participation — maritime dev.
22 - government/ ~ closer to
23 governance citizens/CLLD
24 (iii) Substance e Emphasis on selected topics ¢ Emphasis + Emphasis on territorial performance
25 for development capacity building and outreach
26 - climate change and and learning ~ territorial performance and economic
27 environmental justice — networks, development
- social inequalities knowledge — financial management

28 — digitalisation transfer and - spending and allocation of funds
29 - policy effectiveness, training
30 coordination and coherence — feedback and
31 — EU integration correction
32 - demography mechanisms
33 — economig, social and
34 territorial disparities

(iv) Process o Effective- o Efficiency e Multilevel * Capacity ¢ Involvement,
35 ness (deve- (spending) governance & building and mobilisation
36 lopment) synergies collaboration and local
37 action
38 (v)  Character- e Monitoring, ¢ Conti- Public visibility
39 isation evaluation nuance and
40 and durability

feedback
41
The framing categories were further analysed using the MAXmaps Single-Case Model

43 )
44 visualisation tool, displaying the most frequent codes according to their occurrence in the coded
45 -
46 segments.
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
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Figure 1 - Visualisation of the CPR 2013 and CPR 2021 analysis. Showing the most frequent codes per document
with respect to the five framing categories and their code frequency, also displayed by the linewidth (MAXmaps
visualisation, own modification).

Looking at the past and present CPR documents (Figure 1) as the Common Strategic
Framework guiding the foci setting for cohesive development across European territories, it
becomes apparent that though keeping an overall focus towards a balanced and competitive
development, the emphasis slightly shifts towards a greater justice and wellbeing orientation.
Considering the first frame, the (i) wunderstanding of development and sustainability, the
documents combine a perspective towards development that addresses aspects of distributive
justice, through social. economic and territorial investments. Stating that the Union and member
states shall “implement the delivery of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, while promoting
harmonious development of the Union™ (CEC, 2013b, p. 320) the CPR 2013 targets a balance
between the levels of development. Similar framing can be observed in the CPR 2021 (CEC,
2021), striving to reduce regional disparities while ensuring a balanced development and
implementation. By adding the Just Transition Fund (JTF), as a new policy instrument for the
2021-2027 funding period in the context of the European Green Deal (CEC, 2019), an increased
orientation towards climate neutrality transitions together with a territorial justice component
shows.

Addressing growth and regional competitiveness through performance-oriented
strategics throughout the documents, the second frame, concerned with the (7i) goalsetting and
main focus, however. also displays a shifting focus towards stronger wellbeing, inclusion,
participation, good governance and an integrated territorial development orientation. Both CPR

documents overlap in their thematic focus on economic competitiveness, innovation, energy
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transitions, climate change mitigation and adaption, transport, infrastructure and social inclusion,
but the focus shifts observably towards more social, environmental matters and an integrated
territorial development. Previously setting the focus towards research, education, training, life-
long learning, enhancement of governance and administration as well as environmental protection
(CEC, 2013b), the CPR 2021 narrows the eleven, to five thematic objectives and adds the rather
unspecific aim for a “Europe closer to citizens”, fostering sustainable and integrated development
of territories and local initiatives (CEC, 2021).

When it comes the (iii) problematisation and fields of action, both CPR documents see a
major challenge in the continuance of territorial disparities and therefore identify increased
territorial performance as desired element of change. The CPR 2013 pays particular attention to
rural and deindustrialised arcas as well as areas with ‘natural’ or ‘demographic’ handicaps.
Continuing this rhetoric, the CPR 2021 states that additional funding aims to offset lingering
structural social and economic disparities to counteract regional imbalances (CEC, 2020b).

The (iv) mobilisation and solution approaches then show that both CPR documents
continue to propose a strongly financial management driven perspective linking the effective
implementation of ESI Funds to economic and financial governance. While both see the relevance
in capacity building and collaboration, the funding efficiency and effectiveness, multilevel
governance and in the consideration of synergies, the focus towards involvement, mobilisation
and local action intensifies in the present funding period. Striving to ensure “an appropriate
balance between the effective and efficient implementation of the Funds and the related
administrative costs and burdens (CEC, 2021, p. 168), both documents aim for sound financial
management of resources, making sure that “the budget of the Union is not used in a wasteful or
inefficient way™ (CEC, 2013b, p. 323). To reflect the level of development and need for support,
the GDP per capita serves as main indicator for resource allocation among the “less developed’,
the “transition” and the ‘more developed’ regions across Europe.

When it comes to the (v) characterisation of progress, a strong focus towards monitoring
and evaluation as feedback mechanisms dominates both CPR documents. Sharing a clear target
orientation for territorial spending, aiming also for the highest possible allocation of funds, the
past and present CPR support the formulation of performance goals through the implementation
of a “Performance Framework’. The framework. individually established by the member states,
should cover “all indicators, milestones and targets to monitor [and] report on and evaluate

programme performance” with regard to the ESI funds (CEC, 2021, p. 163).
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Figure 2 — Visualisation of the TA 2020 and TA 2030 analysis. Showing the most frequent codes per document with
respect to the five framing categories and their code frequency, also displayed by the linewidth (MAXmaps
visualisation, own modification).

The European Territorial Agenda (TA), a framework document for strategic spatial planning with
strong linkage to EU cohesion policy, takes a similar perspective to the CPR towards the (i)
understanding of development and sustainability. Both, the former and present TA target a
balanced territorial development. With the TA 2030 then also aiming stronger for spatial justice-
oriented aspects, such as the ‘quality of life’. While the TA 2020 (CEC, 2011), an only eleven
page short framework, is particularly promoting convergence, the TA 2030, already thirty pages
strong, pays stronger attention towards territorial inequalities, capabilities and spatial justice.
Indenting to “reduc|e] inequalities between people and between places™ (CEC, 2020b, p. 15) it
follows the objective that “all public policies should be to increase citizens’ well-being and quality
of life” beyond economic performance, living standards and material aspects, while including
access to quality public services, freedom of movement and healthy, resilient environments.
Thereby, transition shall ensure that “progress towards a climate-neutral economy happens in a
fair way, leaves no one and no place behind, and delivers a high quality of life for all.” (ibid., p.
11) in particular.

The (ii) goalsetting and main focus of the TA slightly shifts from a growth,
competitiveness and infrastructure orientation towards more climate change-oriented concerns.
The TA 2020 (CEC. 2011) promotes objectives towards polycentric, integrated regional and
transregional development, global and local competitiveness, improved territorial connectivity
and the focus on ecological, landscape and cultural values of regions. However, the present TA
2023 (CEC, 2020b) stronger targets a justice and sustainability-oriented goalsetting. It strives

towards a just and a green Europe as its two overarching principles, addressing six sub-priorities
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dealing with balanced development, convergence and functional regions, cross-border
integration, societal and environmental transition as well as an increased connectivity of places.
The goalsetting of both agendas is strongly dominated through the frame of territorial integration,
highlighting regional interdependencies and the need for “continued networking, cooperation and
integration between various regions of the EU at all relevant territorial levels™ (CEC, 2011, p. 3).

Considering the expressed (iii) problematisation and fields of action, the documents
further focus on the EU integration process. challenged by factors such as “regions divided by
administrative borders, and differences in fiscal discipline and commitment between Member
States™ (CEC, 2011, p. 4). Therefore, topics such as capacity building and learning, economic,
social and territorial disparities are being addressed by the TA 2020 in particular, being then
stronger aligned to climate change and environmental justice concerns, policy effectiveness,
coordination and coherence matters in the TA 2030. Pointing out the interdependencies between
places. positive and negative externalities are being problematised. with core-periphery divisions
resulting in underutilised human, cultural, economic and ecological resources. Overall, both
documents focus on the growing interdependencies of regions and the need for a better
coordination as well as increased cooperation to tackle mutual challenges.

The (iv) mobilisation and solution framing follows a coordinative approach, as the TA
documents identify multilevel governance, the use of synergies, capacity building and
collaboration as central elements. Thus “[m]ulti-level governance formats are required to manage
different functional territories and to ensure balanced and coordinated contribution of local,
regional, national and European actors in compliance with the principle of subsidiarity” (CEC,
2013b, p. 8). Furthermore, this needs the “vertical and horizontal coordination between
decision-making bodies at different levels and sector-related policies to secure consistency and
synergy” (ibid.). For this purpose, the EU and other authorities, national, sector, regional and
municipal policies, as well as various society groups need to come together.

The (v) characterisation of progress is reflected in both TA’s through proposing
integrated territorial impact assessments, based on stakeholder inputs that allow for regular
monitoring, evaluation and feedback. These shall strengthen the territorial dimension, taking
territorial matters into account through input from regional and local authorities (CEC, 2011,
p. 9). For this purpose, strong methodological support and comprehensive territorial knowledge,
provided by ESPON, informs the EU level policy-making process. In particular, actual territorial
impacts and the territorial coordination of policies shall be considered, while the overall progress
of the TA 2030 has to be further discussed amongst relevant stakeholders to “strengthen dialogue
on the interplay between territorial development and sector policies” (CEC, 2020b, p. 23).
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Figure 3 — Visualisation of the EAP 2020 and EAP 2023 analysis. Showing the most frequent codes per document with
respect to the five framing categories and their code frequency, also displayed by the linewidth (MAXmaps
visualisation, own modification).

In greater contrast to the previously introduced documents, the Environmental Action
Program (EAP) set a notably clearer focus on long-term action and knowledge building alongside
a sustainable development, that ensures to live well “within the limits of our planet’ (CEC, 2013a).
The (i) understanding of development and sustainability of both the EAP 2020 and the EAP 2030
grounds on former assessments and framework documents, aiming to draw on a “sound
knowledge base [that] ensure][s] that the evidence underpinning policy-making |...] can be better
understood at all levels™ (CEC, 2013a, p. 173). Presenting itself as a tool for environmental policy
continuity through long-term vision, especially the EAP 2030 targets policy accountability and
predictability for environmental actions (CEC. 2020a, p. 2). Overall, both documents follow a
strong knowledge and capacity building perspective towards sustainable development.

Looking at the (i) goalsetting and main focus. the documents follow a clear long-term
vision for their implementation, namely till 2050. Both documents address policy coherence,
policy effectiveness as well as climate change and environment-oriented goals. Proposing seven
priority objectives, the EAP 2020 (CEC, 2013a) strives towards protection and conservation of
natural capital, resource efficiency and low-carbon economies, the safeguarding of health and
well-being from environmental-related risk. but also towards improved legislation and
implementation, knowledge and evidence-based policy frameworks. Further it aims to secure
climate-related investments, improved environmental integration, policy coherence, urban
sustainability as well as the EU’s effectiveness in addressing environmental and climate-related
challenges. In line with the European Green Deal and the UN Sustainable Development Goals,
the EAP 2030 also targets the acceleration of EU’s transition towards ““a climate-neutral, resource-

efficient clean and circular economy in a just and inclusive way™ (CEC, 2020b, p. 3).
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When it comes to the (7ii) problematisation and fields of action, the documents address
the prevailing knowledge gaps and call for investments in further data collection and to ensure a
sound basis for decision taking, that “fully reflect true social, economic and environmental
benefits and costs.” (CEC, 2013a, p. 191). Referring to environmental problems and impacts,
posing risks for human health and well-being, the EAP 2020 (CEC, 2013a) identifies knowledge
and action deficits that hamper the development process. Especially the insufficient
implementation of environmental legislations is resulting in inefficient, poorly managed and
unsustainable use of resources and negative environmental impacts (ibid.. p. 176). Intensified by
global systemic trends and challenges as well as unsustainable economic growth, the complexity
of tackling environmental challenges and achieving long-term sustainable development is being
highlighted, stating the need for further climate action to ensure the EU’s long-term prosperity.
The present EAP 2030 document calls for the need to ensure “a sound, accessible and transparent
knowledge and evidence base™ supporting the implementation of the strategic priorities and
strengthening knowledge for sustainable European transitions (CEC, 2020b, p. 7).

As (iv) mobilisation and solution approach, both documents stress out the importance of
sound governance structures with strong focus on multilevel governance, synergies, capacity
building and collaboration, adding an increased focus towards policy effectiveness. The EAP
2030 then highlights the importance of effective application where “environmental policies and
action are based on the best available scientific knowledge™ while ensuring * high standards of
transparency, public participation and access to justice” (CEC, 2020a. p. 12). Striving to make
data and evidence publicly available and easily accessible it allows for stronger capacity building
in environmental matters. Also supporting ownership and local action, the proposed horizontal
measures aim to benefit EU’s policy beyond the scope and timeframes of the documents. Through
mainstreaming sustainability in all relevant initiatives and projects at national and EU level, both
EAP’s propose systemic solutions that allow for long-term transitions.

The (v) characterisation of progress increasingly shifts towards monitoring, evaluation
and feedback-oriented measures in the documents. In the context of progressing towards a
transition for greater sustainability, wellbeing and resilience, the EAP documents point out the
need for measuring economic performance and societal progress “beyond GDP” while using well-
being as a policy compass (CEC, 2020a, p. 4). Furthermore, to increase the Union’s impact of
addressing climate-related and environmental challenges, adequate investments should support
the proposed EAP objectives (CEC, 2013a). The overall progress of measures, actions and targets
should be taken forward by smart regulation and comprehensive impact assessments. However,
the EAP 2020 already points out that full commitment of the member states and the relevant
Union institutions must be ensured as well as the “willingness to take responsibility for the
delivery of the programme’s intended benefits™ (ibid., p. 171). Repeating this argument, the EAP

2030 highlights that “environment and climate policy is an area of shared competence in the EU
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and a decentralised policy” (CEC, 2020a, p.2), and strives to increase the coherence and
synergies between actions across all levels of governance while proposing to measure progress in
an integrated way. With an overall focus on enabling conditions and ownership, both EAP
documents share a strong process-component that is directed at collective action, capacity and

knowledge building.

From managing resources to spatial justice-oriented processes of taking informed
action

Overall all documents clearly reflect the priorities set in the European Lisbon Strategy
(CEC, 2001a) and the Gothenburg Strategy (CEC, 2001b) towards territorial competitiveness and
sustainability, while also targeting the proper allocation of resources based on rational and
economic decision-making (Friedmann & Hudson, 1974). Reflecting on the framing categories
chosen for analysis. the first frame (i) points towards an understanding of development values
along categories that target distributive balance, spatial justice but also more systemic, capacity
and learning oriented transitions. This understanding further guides the (ii) goalsetting and
prioritisation of the documents, revealing a focus towards growth and competitiveness, territorial
integration as well as coherence and synergies. Though addressing multiple fields for action, the
general (iii) problematisation is being strongly framed through the lenses of territorial disparities,
insufficient cooperation and coordination as well as deficient knowledge and inaction.
Considering the overall framing for (iv) mobilisation and solution approaches, matching the
proclaimed fields of action, the rhetoric is structured along aims for financial management, use
of synergies and multi-level-governance as well as knowledge and capacity building. Finally, the
(v) characterisation of progress is driven by an intensifying monitoring, evaluation and feedback
processes, but under different focus settings. Considering the change in the priority settings of the
documents, a shifting policy focus towards justice and relational aspects becomes apparent.
However, the present understanding towards spatial justice still seems to follow the misleading
belief, that (green) growth and sustainability can be balanced together if tied to appropriate policy
measures. Thereby, the present approaches risk a continuance of a “politics of waiting” if not
considering alternative perspectives to sustainable development (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006).
The capabilities approach (Nussbaum, 2013) in particular allows to address the actual role of
equity in development, pointing out not only the already in the documents present vertical
(participation oriented) aspects of just development, but also the horizontal (access oriented)
aspects, largely absent in present strategies (Davies, 2014; Dikeg, 2001; Nussbaum, 2013).
Allowing to stronger reflect on regional differences, actors, networks and relational aspects
(Heidenreich, 2005) it also supports relational planning approaches for complex change processes
and integrated territorial development (Adams et al., 2014; Argyris, 1993). Thereby, also a clearer

emphasis on learning goals can support the already increased focus towards regional capacity
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building and collaboration and allow for the development of new skillsets and approaches while

expanding regional capabilities and resilience strategies (Grant & Dweck, 2003).

Conclusion

Applying the framing analysis approach (Shmueli, 2008) on past and present European
cohesion, territorial and environmental strategies, the analysis reflects on the underlying values
for development and sustainability, guiding objectives, problematisation and identified solutions,
the allocated responsibilities as well as on opportunities for feedback. Taking into account the
policy documents purpose and multidimensional understanding of development, the overlying
framing tendencies are worthwhile noticing. Overall, the five framing categories display a
framing logic that addresses sustainable development as a mix between the management of
resources, coordinative tasks for spatial justice and processes of taking informed, systemic action.
Especially the EAP stands in greater contrast to the CPR and the TA documents, targeting
capacity, learning and knowledge building measures for sustainability transitions in particular.
Though aspects of spatial justice, capabilities, wellbeing, leamning and mobilisation-oriented
approaches gain relevance, the focus still rarely considers a formulation of more explicit,
learning-oriented goals. At the same time, an increased emphasis on monitoring and evaluation
rather points towards a result orientation that continues to turn a blind eye to political and cultural
dimensions of seemingly objective European indicators (Thedvall, 2012).

Considering the ongoing dominant orientation towards territorial performance, European
strategies run danger to reduce social, environmental and territorial challenges to easy-to-address,
measurable and technical questions, only inadequately responding to actual regional challenges.
Though European spatial policies have increasingly become concerned with the local scale, actor-
centred, relational and capabilities-oriented perspectives to development are rarely targeted
(Bachtrogler et al., 2020). Pointing out the dominant discourses in the framing of development
practices, the present article identifies stronger learning and capabilities-oriented approaches as
potential missing link to sustainable and just European transitions. Though related concepts were
applied in European territorial development, their application did not succeed yet (Rutten &
Boekema, 2012). Arguing for greater awareness towards relationality in planning, this also needs
to involve a broadened perspective on the process of collective action, learning, agency and
interaction, while allowing for a diversity of regional paths (Kurath et al., 2018). A clearer
emphasis on learning goals would further support the already increased focus towards spatial
justice, capacity building and collaboration, allowing for the development of new skillsets and
reducing the pressure on the ability to perform or catch-up (Grant & Dweck, 2003). Learning
goals could therefore stronger support process-oriented transition measures and better reflect

capability-oriented approaches to development (Nussbaum, 2013).
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However, the challenge to define and agree upon a general methodology for comparison
remains and calls for more context specific future assessments. Considering the need for a better
interlinking of European, regional and local planning instruments, more explicit learning and
capabilities-oriented goalsetting could also assist an actual, integrated policy re-scaling, as
proposed by recent scholars (Mendez et al., 2021). Acknowledging the limitations of the analysis,
the need for further empirical research and the development of applicable planning instruments
is highlighted at this point. However, to support a long-term spatial transition process, which is
open-ended, regional policy must reintroduce an emphasis on the “means’, understood as the
process components of development, for context sensitive, sustainable, and spatially just
responses. Thereby, as Wallerstein (1988) reminds us, the development discrepancy between the
aim for inner equity on the one hand and progressive development on the other can potentially be

overcome, targeting a development process that leaves no one behind.
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6 Synthesis

The present thesis was interested in looking beyond growth and competitiveness-oriented
answers to regional needs in European territorial development, investigating local action,
regional processes and the framing of sustainable development in the context of European

cohesion.

Using an empirical mixed-methods approach, combining regional data, stakeholder interviews
and an analysis of central documents for European territorial and environmental development, it
aimed to answer the question of how the concept of European territorial cohesion has been
translated into regional practices and what could be the missing link to spatial justice and
sustainable transitions. The study process, structured along three main research phases, tackled
the sub-questions through three peer-reviewed journal articles. Overall, the research objectives
aimed to trace the regional policy translation of European territorial cohesion, look at the context-
specific dynamics of cohesion policy implementation, and identify future opportunities to move

towards more spatially just and sustainable transitions in European territorial development.

Assessing how the concept has been translated and implemented in heterogeneous regional
settings, the study chose a case-study approach looking at the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian
border region in Central Europe. With cross-border cooperation constituting a major element of
European territorial cohesion, it analysed the dynamics of European Interreg cross-border

cooperation programmes in the case region.

Arguing that dysfunctional growth dynamics continue to provide economic growth for some
European regions while failing to positively contribute the well-being of others, the thesis
identified the need for European cohesion policy to move away from redistributive and
compensatory logics. The conducted analyses have demonstrated that multiple policy translations
in the case region have led to dynamics creating a circular process, through which territorial
cohesion fuzziness has been reproduced. This further led to the continued use of fuzzy umbrella
concepts by the European Commission to secure territorial cohesion’s acceptance, which in turn
resulted in a language that displaces actors and suppresses agency through missing
responsibilities. Through that, following a rather generalist implementation logic, non-
comparable outcomes have been reproduced, fuelling misunderstandings on the policy’s aim and
added value. Nevertheless, demonstrating the context-dependency of territorial cohesion
translation, a strong ‘relational’ added value appeared to be highly relevant for the regional actors.
This was expressed in mutual trust building and learning processes in the course of the cross-

border cooperation. Though relational dynamics seemed to be of great relevance for the policy
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implementation process, this aspect was rarely reflected in policy documents or scientific debates

on territorial cohesion.

Supporting the argument for a context and scale-dependent cohesion, the further investigation of
regional processes in the case region has shown that regional diversity has created uneven
territorial impacts. Also, as present development measures fail to effectively mitigate the
continuance of existing spatial inequalities across European territories, the analysed data
indicated that using growth-driven approaches to development fails to capture all dimensions of
territorial cohesion at the regional scale. Pointing towards the continued use of mostly uniform
policy interventions, the study found that these are only limitedly serving actual sustainable
development processes in the regions. As a result, present policy approaches seem to reproduce
a catchup-driven struggle for locational competition and funding instead. This also further
strengthens the argument for the right to difference, proclaimed as the ‘right to not catch up’ as a
thought experiment interlinking spatial justice and territorial sustainability. The thesis thereby
joins long-running critiques on territorial cohesion’s implementation and measurement as well as
dissatisfaction with business-as-usual models. Offering an alternative to present understandings
of sustainable development, spatial justice has been identified as a promising approach that can
also reflect horizontal and vertical aspects of regional justice by including the aspect of regional
capabilities. Supporting diversity, a spatial justice perspective also better accounts for non-linear
regional transition processes under a post-growth paradigm. The analysis thus has pointed out
the need for a reframing and rescaling of what is considered successful development at present,

for a more balanced and sustainable process across European regions.

Displaying the greater dynamics shaping present regional responses, the thesis further reflected
upon the general framing of sustainability and development in European territorial and
environmental documents. The conducted framing analysis found that the framing of spatial
justice and sustainability was strongly structured along three main categories. It was either seen
as a management of resources, a coordinative task when it comes to regional policy measures or
as a process, that involves learning and taking informed actions towards sustainability. These
perspectives varied across the documents. However, goal setting further shaped identity and
value orientation, the phrasing of goals, problematisation, process and actor mobilisation as well
as the characterisation of progress. Overall, the study concluded that moving away from a focus
on the ‘ends’, displaying only one-dimensional regional performances, towards the ‘means’ of the
development process, would better serve long-term spatial transition processes. By helping to
create an understanding of systemic and relational dynamics of policy implementation, more

tailor-made responses to regional needs could be developed.

The thesis therefore argues that when considering present multifaceted regional challenges and
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overall global-local interconnections, it is time for a reorientation from distributive and
coordinative logics, towards stronger relational approaches. Thereby, it joins Actor-Network-
Theory oriented perspectives on development, as such approaches account for learning and
collective action-related processes by looking into contexts and relational settings. Stressing the
need for more place sensitive responses to regional challenges, the thesis calls for a more detailed
look into the actual transition process, with the change process itself becoming a targeted goal.
Through an emphasis on ‘learning goals’ instead of present ‘performance goals’ in European
spatial and environmental policies, new insights into European development processes and
regional capabilities could be derived. In consideration of these findings, the thesis concludes that
relational, learning- and action-oriented approaches are likely to serve as the missing link to
sustainable and just transitions in European spatial policies. Leaving the present ‘meeting the
needs’ focus on sustainable development, seems a necessary response to enable actual green and

just territorial development.

Despite the rather theoretical, generalist view of the thesis, which may be considered a limitation
of the study, its holistic perspective on the dynamics shaping regional processes can also be
viewed as a strength. Still, there is a clear demand for more practice-oriented studies that discuss
and provide relevant indicators (e. g. for learning goals) reflecting spatial justice/injustice and
sustainable development. At the same time, in order to give more specific European policy advise,
different regional settings need to be analysed in comparison, together with an analysis of actual
locally performed sustainable development activities and their connection to cohesion policy.
Thereby, it would become possible to address the broader spectrum of regional dynamics and
local collective action responses. Spatial justice and sustainable regional transition-oriented
research furthermore needs more data on how capability-oriented approaches are unfolding in
regional contexts and more practical interventions into local resilience building processes. Studies
onregional production and consumption, e. g. food, agriculture, energy transitions (McMeekin and
Southerton, 2012; Hinrichs, 2014; Vergragt et al.,, 2016; Gaitan-Cremaschi et al., 2019; Galli et al.,
2020; Sandberg, 2021), pose promising approaches to take more systems-oriented perspectives

while at the same time addressing present policy frameworks directly.

Still, pointing out what the concept ‘does’ in regional practice and what dynamics are shaping the
overall implementation processes, the thesis contributes valuable new insights into the academic
debate on territorial cohesion. Also, in addressing the relevance of more knowledge and action-
oriented approaches, it added to interdisciplinary as well as geography-relevant discussions on
European territorial development beyond competitive and distributional logics, lobbying for the

acknowledgement of regional heterogeneity as a source for future resilience building processes.
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Appendix

Guideline for stakeholder interviews

Interview Guideline Stakeholder

DISSERTATION PROJECT
"REGIONAL ASPECTS OF EUROPEAN COHESION POLICY"

Background
1. How long do you already work in the programme and what is your personal background, how did
you come here?
Territorial Cohesion
2. What is your understanding of the term ,,territorial cohesion*?
3. Are there differences in the understanding of the term “territorial cohesion” between the
commission, national and regional level/authorities?
Centrope
4. Does your institution participate in the Centrope Regions activities? If so: Please describe die current
development of the activities in your region —are there new projects planned or is there a standstill?
5. How did the regions participation in the Centrope Region started and who was involved in the
implementation (experts, locals)?
6. How do you estimate the future development of the Centrope Region?

Current programme period, network and programme implementation in the Region
/INTERREG V-A
7. Inyour own experience, how did the cooperation between the partner regions develop since the EU
eastern enlargement?
8. What experiences do you have with the current cooperation / interaction (formal/informal) between
the partner regions, what works well and where are often the main challenges?
9. How is the actor network composed and is there a fluctuation/stability of the actors (actors are easy
to replace or difficult to replace)?
10. Please describe the expectations of the cooperation partners regarding the projects (consensus,
dissent, contradictions), did these change over time?
Education cooperation
11. Is there any education cooperation being currently implemented in the region, if so on what topics?
12. Of what importance are education cooperation when it comes to the cohesion process and the
development of the border regions?
Problem definition
13. How are the regional ‘needs for action’ being identified and who is involved in that process, are
there also intersections with other programmes (e.g. LEADER)?
14. How far, compared to past programme periods, did the setting of priorities / the topics change over
time?
15. What part does the EU co-financing play when it comes to the maintenance, stability and intensity
of current/future cooperation?
Sustainability of the results and added value
16. How do you assess the success of the current programme so far?
17. What is the idea behind the programmes impact orientation (outputs, outcomes, results) and what
do you think about its significance (informative value)?
18. Please describe the, in your own opinion, central aspects of successful cross-border cooperation,
when do you perceive an intervention as successful?
19. Does the cooperation in the course the EU cohesion programmes bring a ,added value® for the
regions, the stakeholders and the involved actors and if so, what is its added value?
20. What do you wish for the future of cross-border cooperation programmes?
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