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Polycentric regions

The contributions’ broad scope, with regional and thematic 
analyses, shows there is no easy, straightforward approach for 
strategic spatial planning. Although the new challenges and 
opportunities are global, changes in society, landscape and 
economy are region-specific and mostly are felt at a local level. 
The diversity in geographical and institutional contexts, and 
in territorial impacts, is echoed in the complex relationship 
between spatial planning and global challenges. 

The reader will not find ready-made answers but  
a compilation of insights on specific aspects of a larger  
debate. By reflecting on different regions and disciplines, the 
essays in this book offer a wide and varied perspective, which 
may invite comparison and contemplation, stimulating the 
development of new inspiring ideas. 

The editorial team

Department of Spatial Planning, Housing Policy and 
Immovable Heritage, Flemish Government, Belgium

IntroductionRegional 
experience

The challenges of globalisation, climate change, energy transition 
and demographic change increasingly impact how societies 
develop and evolve. These global dynamics not only influence the 
environment, they also challenge traditional administrative limits 
and the established spatial planning culture. This is especially 
true for urban regions, where changing land use practices 
demand new governance models in terms of coordination and 
integration across sectors, policy levels and time frames. 

When addressing these new challenges, the role of 
institutio-nalisation and customary spatial planning tools 
(Masterplans, fixed and detailed design documents, etc.) is 
questioned. Few conclusive answers are available today. During 
the second half of 2010, the Belgian EU presidency offered the 
Flemish spatial planning department an excellent opportunity 
to contribute to the overall debate. On 8 October 2010, the 
expert meeting “Global challenges in polycentric regions – What 
role for strategic spatial planning?” was held in Brussels to 
exchange views and share knowledge on this topic with European 
colleagues. The meeting invited academics, practitioners and 
policy makers to discuss existing and future spatial planning 
approaches as well as emerging conceptual frameworks. 

This book collects the experts’ contributions. It reflects 
the work of international experts exploring both theory and 
practice in various major European polycentric regions. It also 
addresses the continuing debate and collective search for strategic 
approaches in tackling the challenges regions are facing in the 
early 21st century.

Chapters one to five highlight the particular background, 
nature and research on the development of strategic spatial 
planning policies in the regions of Flanders, Stockholm, Lyon, 
Stuttgart and Catalonia. The experiences of these five urban 
regions are further complemented by a series of thematic 
essays, each outlining particular issues of the current global 
challenges: demographic change (chapters six, seven and eight), 
energy supply (chapters nine, ten and eleven), climate change 
(chapters twelve to fourteen) and globalisation (chapters fifteen 
to eighteen). Chapters ten and sixteen add to the regional case 
studies by focussing on the regions of respectively Milan and 
Veneto.
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Polycentric regions

0 20 100 km

Flanders (Flemish region)
13,521 km2 
6,251,983 inhabitants (2010) 
462 inhabitants/km2 
5 provinces 
308 municipalities
 

Catalonia
32,000 km2 
> 7,000,000 inhabitants 
947 municipalities

Stockholm Region (Stockholm County or 
Stockholm Metropolitan Area)
6,519 km2 
2,100,000 inhabitants (2010) 
316.6 inhabitants/km2 
26 municipalities

 

Lyons inter-SCOT area (or Lyon Metropolitan Area)
2,890,000 inhabitants (2006) 
11 SCOTs 
63 intermunicipal cooperative bodies 
795 municipalities partly overlapping with Lyons Urban Region 
 

Lombardy region 
23,844 km2 
9,939,193 inhabitants (2011)
416.8 inhabitants/km2
12 provinces 
1546 municipalities

Of which: Milan Province 
1,575 km2 
3,156,694 inhabitants (2010)
2,004.3 inhabitants/km2 
134 municipalities
 

Stuttgart region (or Greater Stuttgart Region)
3,500 km2 
2,670,000 inhabitants 
727 inhabitants/km2
6 districts 
179 municipalities
 

Veneto
18,391 km2 
4,809,076 inhabitants (2007)
7 provinces 
581 municipalities
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Key questions for strategic 
spatial planning: global 
challenges in Flanders 
Peter Cabus

The overall title of the expert meeting ‘Global challenges in  
polycentric regions – What role for strategic spatial planning?’ 
focuses on the geographical reality of Flanders’ polycentric urban 
system. This polycentrism is implicitly seen as an important asset. 
Flanders has no big monocentric global cities such as Paris, New 
York and Tokyo. Instead, a network of smaller cities creates an 
urban context that has the potential to compete with and to be an 
alternative (and more sustainable) urban model to these big global 
cities.

The urban environment is relevant as the engine of societal 
and economic progress. Cities are glocal connectors resulting in  
a new geography of networks and urban nodes.1 Theoretically, 
with a lack of major cities, Flanders and other parts of northwest 
Europe could be bypassed by these new developments, resulting in 
a peripheral geographical status for the region. Luckily, this is not 
likely as networks of smaller cities do play a significant role in 
global networks. Sociologist Castells2 defends this idea by empha-
sising that cities are global and local at the same time, with local 
districts integrated in networks with districts in other global cities. 
He illustrates this by stating that “the financial districts of New 
York, London and Tokyo are all part of the same city. They work 
symbiotically. They connect with each other but also with 
Frankfurt and Amsterdam”. In fact, places connected in these 
networks function as a global city. 

In this respect, a polycentric network can as easily be inte-
grated as a global city. However, this can only be attained by 
actively investing in metropolitan niches: “In Antwerp this applies 
for the port and for diamonds as historical anchors, while fashion 
and culture are possible new beacons. Less traditional examples 
include the Jewish Museum of Deportation and Resistance (Joods 
Museum van Deportatie en Verzet) in Mechelen, the presence of 
large companies like Ford (Genk), high-profile football teams, and 
major sporting events or festivals like Rock Werchter”3.

The second part of the meeting title queries the role of 
strategic spatial planning in establishing networks and sustaining 
the opportunities of a polycentric urban system. In this contribu-
tion, the role of strategic spatial planning in Flanders and in  
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1. Strategic choices 
in the Spatial Master 
Plan Flanders
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Amsterdam/Rotterdam

Cologne
Luxembourg

particular the government’s efforts to develop a new approach are 
examined. Supraregional and supranational frameworks are 
analysed in order to determine the lessons that can be drawn for 
the strategic process in Flanders. Finally, some key questions on 
the subthemes of demography and energy are addressed.

Sense of urgency
In 1997, Flanders adopted its first strategic spatial planning 
document, the Spatial Master Plan, with as main theme ‘Flanders 
Open and Urban’. 4 In this document, the strategic economic and 
urban choices focus on territorial clustering and on gateways as 
engines for development. Infrastructures are considered as  
a location for activities and as links between them. The existing 
system of railways, waterways and motorways connects Flanders’ 
urban areas with one another and with urban areas outside 
Flanders. This system serves as the basis for a location policy, taking 
into account the mobility profile of each activity and the accessibility 
profile of the location. Finally, elements of nature, open space and 
the physical system (such as rivers) are considered in terms of their 
capacity to structure space. Large rural areas dominate the more 
peripheral areas of Flanders but also exist (although under severe 
pressure from urbanisation) between major urban areas. The Spatial 
Master Plan states that these open space connections must be safe-
guarded and strengthened. These and other strategic choices are 
symbolised in the plan. 

It is clear that the master plan is instrumental in offering an 
overall view on spatial development from a number of leading prin-
ciples. Behind these principles lies the meta-objective of sustainable 
development, which is expressed through the principle of the spatial 
carrying capacity of the region. At the same time, however, this 
master plan is a clear expression of a societal consensus that existed 
when the plan came into force in 1997; a consensus that may not 
necessarily still exist today. Although changes in space are slow,  
a spatial policy should provide answers to present-day challenges 
and opportunities, and express a contemporary societal consensus. 
The underlying principles of a policy should regularly be reaffirmed 
and in line with current challenges and opportunities. If not, the 
policy is no longer representative of modern society. This is the case 
for the 1997 master plan. It is rather defensive and quantitative in 
approach, and has lost its strategic value. It does not show, for 
instance, how to cope with new challenges and opportunities such 
as those raised in the four central themes of this expert meeting: 
demography, energy, climate change and globalisation. As a result 
there is a new sense of urgency for change. 



14 15

Morning session: 
regional experience

Key questions for strategic spatial planning:  
global challenges in Flanders

Polycentric regions  

2. One federal state 
with three regional 
plans (Flanders, 
Brussels, Wallonia)

Looking for ‘strategic’
This sense of urgency is acknowledged by the Flemish govern-
ment, which has started work on a new policy plan: Flanders’ 
Spatial Policy Plan. This plan will have a short and a long-term 
horizon (2020–2050). Challenges include developing various 
scenarios for coping with an uncertain future and for setting out 
pathways to prevent undesired developments. As part of this 
policy update, the term ‘strategic’ should be clearly defined as it 
has different meanings. In essence, a strategic plan must focus on 
specific topics, especially those linked to the impact of global 
challenges on territorial development. It must be selective (as it is 
impossible to cover everything exhaustively) and it must focus on 
territories of change (such as spaces under urban pressure and 
those affected by climate change). 

The intra-Belgian context: the need for interregional 
dialogue

In the federal state of Belgium the regions (Flanders, Wallonia and 
Brussels) produce their own spatial plans. The strategic policy 
framework in Brussels is the Regional Development Plan5,  
in Wallonia it is the Schéma de Développement de l’Espace 
Régional-Wallonie6 and in Flanders it is the Spatial Master Plan.

In all of these plans strategic choices are made. As three 
regions of the same country, with intense cross-border relation-
ships, the choices of each region inevitably influence the others.  
To a certain extent these plans may also contain – whether  
deliberately or not – a competitive focus. Indeed, because all  
three regions seek housing development and economic growth, 
they are inclined to develop spatial policies aiming to make their 
own region more attractive than the others, especially as their 
target is the same mobile capital and population.7 This is one of 
the main reasons why interregional dialogue is required. 

The supra-Belgian context: unclear status of EU competence 
on spatial policy

Neither the eu nor any other supranational structure has  
real competence in the field of physical planning. It is an  
exclusive matter for Member States. This reflects the principle of 
subsidiarity, which allocates the competence for spatial planning 
to the national or, in a federal state, the regional level. However, 
this may well change as the concept of territorial cohesion was 
formally introduced by the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, and thus  
recognised for the first time as a shared competence of the eu and 
the Member States. It reflects and culminates the eu interest in 
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promoting the balanced and sustainable growth of all regions  
and cities, together with an emphasis on cooperation. 

Preceding highlights of these joined European planning 
efforts include cross-border cooperation within the Benelux in the 
field of spatial planning. This was one of the first attempts to 
develop a supranational spatial strategy and resulted in two 
Benelux structural outlines8. These Benelux structural outlines 
were later eclipsed in importance by the European Spatial  
Development Perspective (esdp)9. The genesis of the esdp  
process dates back to the Europe 2000 and Europe 2000+10 reports 
that document essential forward-looking studies on territorial 
developments in the eu.

The esdp set out to guarantee the competitive position  
of all regions. To this end, it is intended as an instrument for 
improved policy coherence that is based on three key principles: 
the development of a balanced and polycentric urban system  
and a new relationship between cities and the countryside; the 
assurance of equal access to knowledge and infrastructure;  
and the sustainable development, intelligent management and 
conservation of nature and cultural assets. The esdp’s main 
objective was to define policy objectives and general principles of 
spatial development at the eu level to ensure the sustainable, 
balanced development of the European territory with respect for 
diversity. It brings the improvement of policy coordination to  
the heart of spatial planning, since otherwise eu policies could 
unintentionally aggravate disparities in regional development by 
cancelling each other out as they respond to sectoral objectives.

The esdp is a non-binding intergovernmental document 
providing guidance for Member States. In accordance with the 
subsidiarity principle, it must be applied at the most appropriate 
level desired by the various parties engaged in spatial development. 

Using territorial cohesion to develop spatial planning  
competencies at the EU level?

At the time the espd was developed, the eu consisted of only 15 
Member States, though the process of eu enlargement was one of 
the espd items. This prospect of enlargement presented the eu 
with a major challenge and had an unprecedented socioeconomic 
and territorial impact. In 2004, the eu expanded to 25 Member 
States by including 10 countries from central and eastern Europe, 
as well as Cyprus and Malta. This increased the eu population 
and territory by about a third but its gdp by only 5 percent. It is 
clear that enlargement had significant repercussions in terms of 
population, economy, transport and environment. 

To address these new territorial challenges, the eu more recently 
set out a Territorial Agenda11 that focuses on the need to 
strengthen territorial cohesion. Going back to the rationale of 
European solidarity, it aims at mobilising the potential of all 
European regions and at utilising its territorial diversity for 
sustainable economic growth and jobs by taking an integrated 
territorial development approach. This is clearly in line with the 
previous efforts made by Europe 2000+ and the esdp. The next 
step was the introduction of the concept of territorial cohesion 
(alongside social and economic cohesion) in the Lisbon Treaty in 
2009, which defines it as a shared competence of the eu and the 
Member States (Art. 2c).

It is interesting to notice the change in policy emphasis 
through the years at the eu level. Initially, the focus was on cross-
border cooperation (Benelux structural outlines) and the compe-
tiveness of the European territory (Europe 2000+). Subsequently, 
the emphasis shifted to a balanced and polycentric urban system 
and a new relationship between cities and the countryside (esdp).  
At a later stage, territorial cohesion became a central issue with  
a focus on every region’s tangible and intangible assets and on 
reinforcing them. It is clear, however, that the European budget 
does not yet reflect this new focus. Up to now, the concept of  
territorial cohesion has in fact been used only as an objective  
for policy-making and not in the framework of policy implemen-
tation, where it could be useful. 

One question remaining is how far the concept of shared  
competence will be elaborated, especially the eu’s stake in this.  
As there is currently a well-developed environmental policy, will 
this shared competence lead to a spatial planning policy at the eu 
level? It seems that territorial cohesion is a prolongation of the 
cohesion policy and thus a regional or territorial development 
policy rather than a form of spatial planning at the eu level. 
However, given the nature of territorial challenges in Europe, 
territorial cohesion might inspire the quest for more strategic 
spatial planning approaches at the regional level. 

A first assessment of some global challenges
The main questions regarding global challenges that we need to 
address are which strategies have so far been developed and which 
spatial arrangements are needed to cope with the challenges.  
As these themes are elaborated by the experts in each field  
during the expert meeting, only some considerations in the  
area of demography and renewable energy are outlined in this 
contribution, based on developments in Flanders.
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Brussels-Capital Region

50-64 years old

65+

3. Evolution of the 
older cohorts in  
Flanders

natural balance

internal migration balance 

statistical adjustment

external migration balance

overall migration balance 

population growth

— Demographic challenges
Flanders faces several demographic challenges. The overall 
ageing of the population will certainly create specific demands in 
urban as well as in rural areas. New forms of service villages and 
neighbourhoods have been developed in line with the needs of an 
increasingly older population. The ageing of people also leads to 
the ageing of cities, as a result of the growing over-representation 
of cohorts of older people in cities (see figure 3). In addition, the 
trend towards smaller families is also stronger in cities, where 
single unit families of young as well as older people are strongly 
represented. This demographic revolution has had a significant 
impact on the housing market. 

In conjunction with these two developments, migration 
patterns also have a major influence on the demographic evolution 
of the city. Figure 4 shows a positive population growth in 
Brussels, which is a favourable development but it must be put in 
perspective. There is a positive external migration and natural 
balance, while the internal migration balance is negative and has 
been declining from 2000 on. These opposite movements have 
radically altered the population in Brussels, with a declining 
proportion of people who have been born and raised there. To a 
certain extent this is counteracted by a gentrification process but, 
as the migration flows show, this is not sufficient to halt the 
evolution. As figure 5 shows, the major cities in Flanders (Antwerp 
and Ghent) face the same demographic trends as Brussels. 

— Challenges for renewable energy12

For decades European governments have been formulating policy 
goals to cap energy use within the framework of sustainable devel-
opment. Despite all their efforts, they seem to be unable to curb 
the demand for energy. Directives set out by the European 
Commission require Flanders to continuously increase the propor-
tion of renewable sources used to produce energy. This is both  
a goal for reducing the use of non-renewable resources and a tool 
to alter ongoing climate change. In Flanders the goal for renewable 
energy is set at 13 percent of total energy consumption by 2020.  
Up to now no specific goals for renewable energy sources, such as 
solar, wind and biomass, have been established. To set out these  
goals we need to know the influence of spatial characteristics on this 
distribution and vice versa.

The transition towards an energy supply with a vast 
proportion of renewable energy in Flanders will result in the 
decentralisation of energy production. Traditionally, a few large-
scale power plants have supplied most of the energy through  
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a hierarchical, one-way distribution network. In the future, these 
plants will be joined increasingly by a myriad of small-scale 
energy providers that will provide renewable energy through 
solar panels, wind turbines or biogas powered engines. During 
periods of low demand these green technologies will feed energy 
surpluses back into the network, thereby causing the borderline 
between an energy consumer and an energy producer to fade and 
become time dependent. This shift requires distribution networks 
to become more flexible and less hierarchical and to change to 
two-way operations. A transition from a demand-driven distri-
bution system to a supply-driven one requires the introduction of 
smart grids.

The introduction of renewable energy sources represents 
new spatial claims. The necessary increase in energy production of  
the share of renewable sources to 13 percent in Flanders could be 
provided by the construction of 300 onshore wind turbines, 800 
hectare of electric solar panels, 300 hectare of thermal solar panels 
and 50 biogas powered engines. In the already heavily urbanised 
region of Flanders a multitude of conflicting claims compete for 
every hectare. These spatial claims present the planning authorities 
with a new demand for spatial diplomacy.

Renewable energy production puts spatial claims on uncon-
ventional territories for planning. Large wind farms are built at 
sea. A proliferation of heat pumps requires planning of the deeper 
soil. New spatial claims come with their own logistical demands 
for new infrastructure. The construction of large wind parks on 
the North Sea, for instance, requires a high voltage connection 
through the water, involving many legal and technical difficulties.

Renewables force spatial planning out of its comfort zone 
and into previously unknown territories. A purely national (or 
regional) strategy for energy supply is thus neither wise nor 
feasible. The North Sea super ring of wind farms, for example,  
a project to connect all wind farms in the North Sea, can be  
established only through European-wide cooperation. The connec-
tion of individual Member States to the Russian gas pipeline 
network may interfere with the overall goal of safeguarding the eu 
energy supply. The energy question also requires a supranational 
perspective, where spatial planners have an important role to play. 
On the other hand, adequate efforts must also be made at the local 
level. This will be challenging. 

In terms of opportunities for wind energy, figure 6 shows all 
the possible locations for windmill parks in Flanders. A minimum 
distance of 250 metres between wind turbines and housing units 
was taken into account to identify potential locations. It is not 

Brussels

Antwerp

Ghent
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6. Potential locations 
for windmills in  
Flanders (in grey)

surprising that the remaining open spaces will come under 
pressure if the demand for more windmill parks would continue  
to grow in future. Decisions will have to be made on matters such 
as whether to conserve current open spaces, and whether to aim  
at vast windmill parks in a few locations or disperse them over  
the territory.

Whatever decisions will be made, a smart policy is necessary 
to outline future actions. This will entail a combination of curbing 
energy demand, increasing the efficiency of energy use and offering 
a mix of renewable and non-renewable energy resources. In this 
smart policy, the task for spatial planning on the energy question is 
to design a spatial structure that promotes sustainable energy use. 
As in the case of demographic planning, strategic answers have to 
be developed for renewable energy and other global challenges  
to resolve these challenges in a sustainable way. As space is the 
environment as well as the condition of solutions, spatial planners 
will have a key role to play in all such matters.
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Polycentricity in  
the Stockholm Region  
Hans Hede

In the Stockholm Region, spatial planning as an activity and public 
policy is an integral part of regional development planning. The 
framework for regional planning is the new Regional Development 
Plan, rufs 2010, which describes several strategies that combine  
a range of social, economic or environmental aspects. The spatial 
concept of polycentric development is at the core of these strategies and 
allows Stockholm to both benefit from its international geographic 
position and strengthen its local identity and qualities. It underpins the 
importance of developing effective networks and nodes as well as 
taking into account spatial interdependencies at different geographic 
levels, looking both at the larger and smaller context.

Stockholm in Europe
Stockholm is one of the most northerly located capitals in the world. 
Despite its peripheral location, the region has great potential to 
achieve, and benefit from, a strong international position. Since its 
foundation in the mid-1200s it has benefited from its protected setting 
on the eastern seaboard of Sweden, with easy access by boat across 
the Baltic Sea Region for trade and political endeavours. After the fall 
of the Soviet system in the early 1990s, the new geopolitical situation 
opened up the Baltic Sea Region for peaceful cooperation, trade  
and tourism. With its central position in this European subregion, 
Stockholm will continue to benefit from this situation. It is well-
connected to the rest of the world, both by extensive ferry services to 
the Baltic subregion and globally by air connections. In addition, 
international contact and transport networks are developed and 
strengthened. For instance, the Öresund link, a combined bridge  
and tunnel, connects Malmö (Sweden) with Copenhagen (Denmark) 
and the future Fehmarn Belt Fixed Link (to be completed by 2020) 
will connect Denmark and Germany. These transport facilities are of 
great benefit to Stockholm and Sweden as they offer faster connec-
tions to the continent.

This international connectivity is important for the growth of 
the region and for Sweden as a nation. Sweden joined the European 
Union in 1995. Since its accession, the Stockholm Region has actively 
participated in many interregional cooperation initiatives within the 
eu, particularly in the Baltic Sea Region which is one of the fastest 
growing European subregions in terms of economic development.  
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 The monocentric Stockholm Region
The Stockholm Region (or Stockholm County) is the undisputed 
economic and political centre of Sweden. As one of the largest 
countries in Europe, yet with only 9 million inhabitants, Sweden  
is sparsely populated. The Stockholm Region also has an overall 
low population density. However, urban sprawl in the region has 
increased considerably in the last century. This is partly due to the 
large amounts of water in the region, leading to settlement struc-
tures spreading out. In addition, the relatively easy access to open 
land – in comparison with other metropolitan regions in Europe 
with much higher development pressure and more competition for 
land – stimulated urban sprawl. Today, the Stockholm Region, 
about 6500 km2 in total and 180 km from north to south and with 
a population of a little more than 2 million inhabitants, consists of 
an average of 10 percent urban areas, 14 percent developed land 
and 60 percent agriculture and forest. It accommodates 876,000 
dwelling units and 90,000 summer cottages. 

The Stockholm Region is growing over time, not only  
in terms of population – with an average increase of 20,000 
people a year – but also geographically. Regional enlargement is 
advancing steadily as an increasing number of people  
can now easily and quickly reach the Stockholm Region to work, 
study, do business or enjoy a range of cultural activities. The 
region has a knowledge-oriented economy and relatively little 
industry. Strong sectors in the economy are IT/telecoms, life 
sciences, environmental/cleantech, financial and business 
services. The tourism and conferencing sectors grow rapidly, 
supporting the city’s ranking amongst the four most popular 
convention cities and marketing it as the Capital of Scandinavia.

However, most of the prominent business, political and 
cultural institutions are located in the inner city area of Stockholm, 
transforming it into a rather monocentric metropolitan city. This 
has historic reasons but is also the result of increased accessibility, 
particularly by the dominantly radial public transport system.  
In post war years, spatial planning focused on rebuilding a strong 
city centre in Stockholm. The city was completely redeveloped and 
a large subway and commuter train system linking the suburban 
areas to the centre were put in place. From an old city core built 
for people, horse-drawn carriages and ships, Stockholm has 
evolved into an industrial city supported by trams and trains. 
Today, it is a modern city with offices, neighborhoods, an efficient 
subway, and a leading regional centre with suburbs, motorways 
and commuter trains. 

Stockholm is a monocentric city that increasingly feels the impact 
of its own expansion on its city centre. To cope with increased 
traffic and road congestion, Stockholm introduced a congestion 
charging system a few years ago. Under the system, the toll that 
motorists are charged when entering or leaving Stockholm city 
centre varies according to the time of the day, with a higher rate  
to be paid during traditional peak hours. The system was adopted 
after a referendum in the City of Stockholm and has led  
to a noticeable decrease in the number of cars in the inner city 
area, an increase in public transport usage and better air quality.  
This fully automatic road pricing system today generates money 
for much needed new infrastructure. 

The system and role of spatial planning
In Sweden, unlike in many other countries, formal and compre-
hensive spatial planning is rather limited at the national and 
regional level. The Swedish spatial planning system is to a great 
extent a bottom-up system built on strong, large and independent 
municipalities. Municipalities typically decide if and how an area 
will be developed. Regional plans do not need approval from  
a higher authority. 

1910 1945 2000

10 km 10 km10 km

2. Stockholm,  
a growing region
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There is no provision in the Planning and Building Act for making 
a national spatial plan. However, when referring to areas and 
issues of national significance, ministries can provide guidelines for 
spatial planning. Hence, the national level remains important in 
many respects, especially in terms of providing major infrastruc-
ture facilities and services. 

At a regional level, Sweden is currently reorganising the 
planning structures with a number of models working in parallel. 
Although designing a regional plan is not a mandatory require-
ment for spatial planning in Sweden, the Planning and Building 
Act provides a useful legal framework to do so. The Stockholm 
Region is a special case, not only because it is by far the biggest 
metropolitan area, with 26 municipalities ranging in size from 
about 10,000 to 800,000 inhabitants, but also because, as a result 
of a unique tradition of regional planning, the County Council has 
been appointed the Regional Planning Authority.

In the County Council, the Office of Regional Planning is 
the special organ dealing with regional planning and development 
at an operational level. The office is financed by the County 
Council tax and works for the Stockholm County Council’s 
Regional Planning Committee on a broad spectrum of regional 
planning issues, producing documentation, forecasts and statistics. 
The issues dealt with include land use, housing, the environment, 
nature conservation, energy, sparsely populated areas, the  
archipelago, integration, social perspectives and international 
cooperation. At county level there is also a County Administration 
which is the State representative at regional/county level.  
This organisation is also a partner in establishing the Regional 
Development Plan, and according to recent new legislation 
provides the State with a role in regional development.  
The County Administration also has the right to interfere  
in the planning process on certain grounds.

Regional planning in Stockholm has a long history going 
back to the early 1950s. Since then a number of regional plans 
have been developed including outline plans. Characteristic for 
regional planning is that it keeps an exceptionally free mandate: 
it is not binding, but has a guiding function in the planning 
process. Municipal strategic and long-term planning is also 
advisory rather than binding. Only municipal detailed  
Developments Plans are legally binding, specifying land uses  
and buildings rights. It is clear that the powers of spatial 
planning are highly decentralised to the municipalities. As  
a result of this planning system, regional planning has become 
increasingly process-oriented.  

< 3. Municipal  
structure of  
Stockholm Region 
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The emphasis and aim have shifted towards making important 
stakeholders share the regional vision and take responsibility for 
implementation. Over time, the content has also changed, moving 
from spatial planning to regional development planning. In this 
sense, the role of the regional development plan is to provide  
a long-term vision for Stockholm as a basis for further planning 
and investment decisions of all kinds and by many different  
stakeholders. The particular role of regional planning has become 
strategic, dealing with the long-term issues of the region.

The new Regional Development Plan (RUFS 2010)

— Institutional framework
In 2006, the County Council Assembly commissioned the 
Regional Planning Committee to draw up a new Regional  
Development Plan for the Stockholm Region, rufs 2010.  
The plan was finalised and adopted by the County Council 
Assembly in 2010. This regional development planning  
was carried out in close cooperation with stakeholders in  
a wide-ranging consultation process. It is thus the result  
of many years of collaborative work. 

rufs is considered to be both a regional plan (under  
the Planning and Building Act) and a regional development 
programme (under the Ordinance governing Regional  
Development Work). It forms the basis of a range of plans  
and initiatives in the region, including the municipalities’  
planning, intermunicipal coordination, regional Structural  
Fund programmes and national infrastructure planning. In this 
perspective it is acting as an umbrella for operational initiatives 
rather than setting out detailed measures. Moreover, it still 
provides an important cornerstone for regional cooperation, 
which is considered crucial to achieve the shared vision of rufs 
2010 and to take on the challenges of the future.

— Shared vision
The newly adopted Regional Development Plan for the Stockholm 
Region has a medium-term perspective (up to 2030) and  
a long-term perspective (up to 2050). It envisions Stockholm 
becoming Europe’s most attractive metropolitan region, which 
implies continuing to advance it as a great place to live and work 
in as well as an attractive place to visit and invest in. This vision 
can guide, unite and challenge all the stakeholders involved in the 
development process. However, to be of practical use, it is also 
consolidated into objectives and strategies. The new Regional 

Development Plan defines four objectives – and has developed 
indicators for each one of them – setting out what the region  
is to be like in the future:
— an open and accessible region, embracing diversity and 

equal access as major assets;
— a leading growth region, promoting innovation and 

economic initiative;
— a region with a good living environment: healthy, safe and 

beautiful;
— a resource-efficient region, making the most of regional 

potential.

The planning process started off by discussing the challenges  
to be tackled in order to develop and achieve the objectives and 
long-term vision for the Stockholm Region. One major challenge  
is population growth, which brings opportunities but also problems. 
Population is expected to grow by 1 percent in the long term.
Presently, it is growing at about 1.5 percent. This puts a great strain 
on the overall urban system. It means that shared resources can  
be used more efficiently, but also that there are risks of harming the 
environment and escalating urban sprawl. Since the region’s transport 
network, housing and education facilities have not developed in pace 
with population growth, capacity issues will need to be addressed  
as needs continue to grow. More public transport, more residential 
areas and other investment will be required. 
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At the same time the region is facing global challenges of globalisa-
tion and climate change. The challenge lies in creating improved 
accessibility with minimal climate impact while promoting 
economic growth. In addition, to compete successfully and profit from 
the strong international position, rufs 2010 aims to improve regional 
innovative capacity, to create a more flexible and open labour market 
and develop the region’s international contact network. 

— Spatial strategy: polycentric development
The challenges the region is facing have been a major force in  
the work on the new Regional Development Plan as well as in  
the development of its spatial strategies. One of the key spatial 
strategies defined to support Stockholm’s vision is to further 
develop a dense, polycentric region. This concept of polycentricity 
was first introduced a decade ago. In the new plan the number  
of growth centres has been increased from 7 to 8 to complement 
the wide range of services offered by the city centre (see figure 6). 

The underlying principle is to create a more balanced 
urban system that puts less pressure on the overloaded centre 
by stimulating growth in a number of external growth centres. 
Eight growth centres have been identified in a collaborative 
process with the municipalities, the main implementers of this 
spatial strategy. Easy access to the transport system – particu-
larly the public transport system – was key criteria for selecting 
these areas. The strategy implies continuous intensification of 
land uses in these already built-up areas. It is a measure to stop 
urban sprawl, making it also easier to protect valuable cultural 
and natural environments. At the same time, it is considered an 
opportunity to restructure the eight growth centres. 

5. (left) Spatial 
vision 2050 East 
Middle Sweden

6. (right) Overall 
spatial focus for the 
Stockholm Region 
(RUFS 2010)
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The polycentric system under development is seen as a system 
that contributes to a better quality of life for many inhabitants, 
particularly those who live in the subregions and who often 
depend on going to the regional centre for work or services. 
The idea is that the growth centres in the future will offer an 
alternative to the main centre with a much closer supply of jobs 
and services. Good accessibility is a prerequisite for attracting 
investments to the growth centres. In order to support develop-
ment in the outer regional urban cores and improve access to 
the region’s airports and ports, measures for new cross-city 
connections are being taken to link the regional growth 
centres. These new connections will also increase the accessi-
bility of the green areas and attractive aquatic environments of 
archipelago and shoreline, giving more inhabitants the chance 
to explore Stockholm’s landscape easily. 

Polycentricity at different geographical levels: networking
The polycentric system also exists at higher and lower scales than 
the region/county and as such it can be included in spatial 
policy at multiple levels. The City of Stockholm, for instance, 
works with the concept in its Strategic Plan that is also defining 
a number of centres – two of which are the same as the growth 
centres defined in the Regional Development Plan (see figure 7). 

Stockholm County on the other hand, has, over time, 
proved to be too small as many links now develop across its 
boundaries into neighbouring counties, forming a much larger 
functional region. No formal planning exists for this more 
loosely defined region, which is also referred to as East Middle 
Sweden. However, a fair amount of networking takes place 
between regional authorities and municipalities in this area. 
Train services are also gradually being improved to service this 
larger region with Stockholm as its main magnet. It is difficult 
to define exactly how far the influence of Stockholm County 
reaches in this polycentric system. As part of the regional 
planning process, a vision for the area has been defined based 
on the reality that long-distance commuting by train is fast 
increasing in importance (see figure 5). East Middle Sweden is 
somewhat larger than Belgium and has a population of 3.5 
million that is expected to grow to 5 million people in the next 
few decades. It covers an area with many middle-sized towns 
that can be reached by train within 1-2 hours. The Stockholm 
Region hopes the improved commuting services will attract 
more people with a high education level in search of high-
valued jobs.

Implementation measures for polycentric development? 
To support implementation of the new Regional Development 
Plan, a number of Action Programmes have been instituted. 
Amongst others, there is a specific action programme for the 
implementation of the polycentric strategy. The basic idea is 
that the municipalities are the main implementers that will 
have to carry out all strategic and legally binding planning for 
the growth centres over a long period of time. Since this is  
an immense task, the Regional Planning Office has developed 
an Action Programme in cooperation with the municipalities. 
As a result, the region and the municipalities are collaborating 
closely on a number of subprojects and are including other 
stakeholders in the process. The Action Programme deals with 
exchange of knowledge, best practices and experience between 
the municipalities, market studies, urban environment and 
density issues, lobbying within the framework of existing 
decisions, limited process support, development of a follow-up 
system, international cooperation and research. In this respect, 
the role of the Regional Planning Office in the implementation 
process is manifold and represents a new way of working for 
the office.

 In addition, the plan includes measures that could 
support polycentric development in an indirect way. It describes 
for instance the lower scale initiative of district heating as  
a system that is also of importance from a wider perspective. 
District heating goes hand in hand with the general policy of 
intensifying land uses since it can only be applied if the density 
is high enough. The plan points out locations for new energy 
centres that need to be built to expand the system, while  
implementation is carried out by other stakeholders, often  
at subregional level. The emphasis on public transport  
coordinated with land use and the vast district heating system  
is an asset in the fight to reduce greenhouse gases. About  
80 percent of existing building stock is connected to this 
system. Up to 75 percent of energy is generated by biomass in 
the system. The goal is to make this system fossil free by 2020. 
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French SCOTs and inter-SCOTs:  
the right way to face global 
challenges? 
Sylvain Petitet

This contribution examines whether the spatial planning tools that 
have been put in place in France can meet major contemporary 
challenges. After a brief reminder of the specific nature of the 
organisation of the French regions and the national emphasis on 
combating urban sprawl, it elaborates on the different spatial 
planning tools that have been used over the last 15 years. In this 
assessment, the initiatives to group areas so they can collaborate 
and produce viable overall strategic plans, take centre stage.  
The examples of the Toulouse and Lyons metropolitan areas make 
it possible to highlight the major challenges that the ‘Schéma de 
cohérence territoriale’ (territorial coherence scheme or scot)  
and inter-scots intend to tackle on a metropolitan level, and to 
examine their ability to meet them.

Spatial planning is a municipal responsibility 
As regards the basic level of regional administration, France  
has over 36,000 communes or municipalities over a territory  
of 550,000 km2 for a population of 64 million. In comparison, 
Germany, for example, has 12,000 municipalities on a surface 
area of 357,000 km2 and a population of 82 million, and Italy  
has 8,000 municipalities on a surface area of 300,000 km2 and  
a population of 59 million. In the 1970s France, unlike its 
European neighbours, failed to put in place a proactive strategy  
of merging municipalities. However, since the 1990s it has put in 
place a policy of municipal groupings through intercommunal 
structures.1 This policy has been largely successful and may inspire 
other European countries. Sixteen Urban Communities (urban 
areas with over 450,000 inhabitants), 167 Agglomeration 
Communities (urban areas with over 50,000 inhabitants)  
and 2,600 Commune Communities, comprise 93 percent of  
municipalities and cater for 90 percent of the French population 
(see figure 1). They constitute the real, relevant levels of spatial 
planning and regional management.

Regional challenges 
The major challenges facing spatial planning in France since  
the mid-2000s are those represented by urban sprawl and the  
artificialisation of land. This (irreversible) use of natural and  
agricultural spaces is a significant concern for public decision-
makers and planners. Although the figures of the Ministry for 
Agriculture sometimes give rise to controversy, we can agree  
that since 1992 France has used an average of 60,000 hectare of 
natural and agricultural space per year for buildings. It corresponds 
to one percent of French territory that is urbanised every 10 years. 
This rate of land use is almost three times greater than the  
population growth rate and even seems to have increased over the 
last few years. It covers the construction of housing (50 percent), 
economic activities (33 percent) and the construction of infra-
structure and public facilities. Although this phenomenon  
enriches the owners of agricultural land, it makes it difficult to  
set up new farms and is accompanied by a worrying reduction  
of farming land. At the same time it leads to urban sprawl, the 
consequences of which are considered harmful not only because  
of the irreversible use of natural or agricultural spaces but also  
as regards energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions 
(including longer car journeys between home and work) and  
other important challenges. This issue is now a major concern  
that structures spatial planning approaches and justifies  
a sometimes slightly irrational vindication of density.

Three scales for regional planning: DTA, SCOT and PLU 
As regards spatial planning tools, over the last 15 years France  
has modernised a tool box that essentially dates back to the late 
1960s.2 Although the state has a tool, the Territorial Develop-
ment Directive or dta3, that determines and takes account of its 
major challenges and projects (in particular, major transport 
infrastructural projects), it is local authorities that are respon-
sible for defining a sustainable development project for their 
region at different levels. To this end, they use two tools: the 
territorial coherence scheme or scot and the local urban 
planning plan or plu.4 The scot operates at an intermunicipal 
level, which is for the local authorities to assess but it is fairly 
wide if possible. In reality, there is a wide variety in the size of 
regions involved, as they may cover from 10 to over 450 munici-
palities. The aim of the scot is to define the major challenges 
and the sustainable development objectives for the region in 
question, based on a precise and shared diagnosis. 
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The plu, which must be compatible with the scot, is also based on 
the creation of a real spatial planning and sustainable development 
project. It sets the development directions and the land use rules  
at a more local level; that of the municipality or rather the inter-
municipal area. In particular, it constitutes the reference document 
for issuing spatial planning permits. 

The scot consists of three documents:
—  a presentation report, which presents a diagnosis and analysis 
of the strengths and weaknesses of the region, particularly as regards 
the environment and economic and demographic development;
—  a planning and sustainable development vision, which sets out 
the strategic objectives for the development of the region  
over 15 to 20 years as regards such issues as the environment, 
economic development, housing and transport; 
—  a document that sets out guidelines and objectives for  
implementing this project; in particular it now5 has to set  
objectives for managing the use of space and provide the means  
for monitoring this use and achieving these objectives. 

Currently almost 400 scots have been approved or are in  
the process of being approved, which corresponds to most of urban 
France. In addition, inter-scots appear which correspond to more 
or less informal, spontaneous and state-suggested initiatives aimed at 
achieving coordination between adjacent scot regions (see figure 2).

The inter-SCOT
Inter-scots are interregional initiatives, which apply outside the 
legislative and regulatory context of spatial planning. They express 
the need felt by elected officials for the greater coordination of the 
regional processes of the scots, as it is difficult to find a solution to 
certain questions (economic development, transport and urban 
sprawl in particular) within a region initially defined for the creation 
of scots. They demonstrate the desire for interregional processes 
that are flexible and not too formalised outside the institutionalised 
spatial planning regions. These kinds of processes can contribute to 
the emergence of a new level and new spaces for regional govern-
ance. Currently there are 12 inter-scots and four others are being 
created; covering between four and 19 scots, which corresponds to 
a total of 108 scots and includes most of the largest French urban 
areas (except Ile de France, which is a special case for both spatial 
planning and municipal organisation). Overall 13 inter-scots 
involve regions of between 0.8 and 1.3 million inhabitants and two 
involve regions with over two million inhabitants.

It is interesting to focus on two pioneering initiatives that appeared 
in 2002, those of the Lyons and Toulouse metropolitan areas. 
These two inter-scot initiatives originated in specific contexts and 
arose from distinct initiatives, each with its own form.

— Inter-SCOT Toulouse 
The inter-scot for the Toulouse metropolitan area was created at 
the instigation of the Prefect, a state representative, as a result of  
a strategic reflection workshop that he initiated at the level of  
the Toulouse urban area; an area with slightly over one million 
inhabitants. These urban areas, defined by the National Institute 
for Statistics and Economic Studies (insee)6, however arbitrary 
their definition, have a determining influence on the way in which 
elected officials and experts (from local authorities, urban 
planning agencies or the state) imagine contemporary urban 
reality, or the French region and its operation. The urban area has 
thus become the space of reference for describing the way French 
people live at the local level and the real spaces they inhabit in 
everyday life. It is a scientifically established reality to which  
institutional territories are compared so that discrepancies can be 
discussed and to which they are requested to conform as best they 
can. Finding support in the outlines of the Toulouse urban area as 
established by insee, the regional Prefect managed to encourage  
a collective awareness at this level, which in 2003 led to the  
setting up of a structure, called the Urban Area Conference. This 
conference brought together 342 municipalities and 33 public 
intermunicipal cooperative bodies, with an office of elected 
officials, an open reflection group and a technical committee.  
It facilitated the production of a framework document ‘For  
the regional cohesion of the Toulouse urban area’, which was 
submitted to local authorities for consultation at the end of 2004. 
This document made it possible to validate the major guidelines 
selected and to decide to create within this urban area four scots: 
one central scot for the greater Toulouse urban area (117 munici-
palities) and three peripheral scots. In addition, the document 
constitutes the inter-scot charter and offers a vision that is 
shared, amended and described in each scot based on four major 
objectives:
—  monitoring urban development;
—  promoting a hierarchical, polycentric urban model;
—  organising economic synergies;
—   building links between all the (secondary) urban centres 

with efficient transport systems.
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— Inter-SCOT Lyon 
The inter-scot process of the Lyons metropolitan area is quite 
different in that it was initiated after the creation of the scot 
regions. The process was initiated by the elected officials and 
involved 11 scots, covering 795 municipalities, 63 intermunici-
pality cooperative bodies and almost 3 million inhabitants. It is 
part of a long history of spatial planning exchanges at the level of  
a large urban area that already spreads across four departments 
and whose urban community (Greater Lyons) constitutes the 
central core. Greater Lyons, created in 1969 and including 57 
municipalities, has sought to develop relationships with its  
environment since the 1980s. It did so particularly through an 
association, the Lyons Urban Region, that brings neighbouring 
authorities together in order to consider a number of issues that  
go beyond the strict boundaries of Greater Lyons. 

The inter-scot process led to the adoption of a common 
inter-scot chapter in 2006, which summarises the main develop-
ment objectives shared by the 11 scots. This general chapter, 
included in each scot, proposes a common vision of the  
metropolitan area’s future and can be divided into four major 
objectives, each referring to an image of the city:
—  The multipolar city. A multipolar model is favoured in order 
to avoid an increase in urban sprawl and the dilution of housing 
and businesses along major roads, as well as to preserve large 
natural spaces. Some 60 urban poles, providing inhabitants with 
the essential facilities and services at a local level, have been 
defined and will be home to almost 300,000 additional inhabitants 
by 2030 (see figures 4 and 5). 
—  The natural city. A dense network of natural and agricul-
tural spaces has been defined; it consists of ‘green hearts’, which 
are large natural or agricultural spaces that will be preserved and 
connected by green links. Blue corridors have also been defined 
along the major waterways.
—  The accessible city. This is essentially organised around the 
metropolitan express network, which will be strengthened and 
must be the backbone of a sustainable transport system suitable 
for the metropolitan area, and that promotes public transport.  
The areas around train stations must be prime locations for future 
development.
—  The attractive city. This means the identification of prime 
sites for the creation of economic activities. The 27 metropolitan, 
economic development sites identified must, among other things, 
be easily accessible by the major public transport networks.
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The scot for the Lyons urban area, for instance, is part of  
this strategic vision for the metropolitan area. It describes  
major objectives at the level of the slightly expanded Lyons 
urban community (72 municipalities, 1.3 million inhabitants), 
conceptualised as the eco-city. The construction of an eco-city  
is intended to tackle five major challenges:

4. The multipolar city

—  Residential attractiveness and solidarity: to accommodate  
a population growth of 10 percent by 2010 and create social 
housing in the heart of the urban area.
—  Employment and influence: to maintain and regenerate  
the productive base through innovation and knowledge.
—  Multipolarity, movement and regional organisation:  
to develop a model of multipolar urban development based  
on a high-performing public transport system.
—  Natural and agricultural spaces: to protect natural and  
agricultural spaces that are home to a wealth of biodiversity or 
that are areas for agricultural production or recreational activities.
—  Environment: to anticipate the consequences of energy 
supply disruption, to work to reduce such damage and protect 
non-renewable resources in order to seek a development model 
that requires fewer resources and provides greater protection for 
the health of inhabitants. 

5. Development of  
the settlement area 
between 1955 and 2005
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Figure 6 shows the high level of concern over combating  
urban sprawl, restricting land use (even if there is still a large 
amount of property available for new economic activities) and 
protecting agricultural and natural spaces from the pressure  
of urbanisation. The latter explains the adoption within the 
heart of the city of a polycentric urban development model 
structured around three major networks: the public transport 
network of the urban area, the green network of natural,  
agricultural and forest spaces and the blue river network.

Conclusion
We can see that although until the 2000s the main aim of spatial 
planning in France had been to organise urban development and 
the location of economic activities, its principal objectives today 
are combating urban sprawl, protecting natural and agricultural 
spaces and aiming for development that is more energy efficient 
(thereby emitting less greenhouse gas). Faced with these  
challenges, the new model of urban organisation used in large 
French urban areas today is that of a polycentric structure that  
is closely integrated with rivers and other natural and agricul-
tural elements and incorporates major public transport systems.  
This model is also the most commonly accepted politically, and 
respects the general consensus that the metropolis is the right 
scale for both governance and good urban planning.

Although the scot is the strategic planning tool used to 
face the many challenges that lie ahead, its territorial scale level, 
which is left to the free initiative of local elected officials, often 
seems to be slightly behind in relation to the reality of local 
practices as understood by the notion of ‘urban area’. The twin 

6. The blue river 
network, the green 
network and the 
public transport 
network

problems of planning levels and territorial boundaries may lead to 
the appearance of diverse, more or less formalised initiatives for 
making these planning processes consistent through the creation of 
inter-scots. Urban regions wedged into or even exceeding the 
perimeter of urban areas may seem to be a new scale of regional 
governance, as facilitated by a recent law.7

Finally, the right scale for the definition of good urban 
planning objectives is not necessary the right scale for implemen-
tation. Although a high level of strategic planning is relevant for 
facing the major challenges of sustainable metropolitan develop-
ments, in France this must be tackled and implemented at the 
most local level. The question is therefore how to turn the 
virtuous general objectives defined at the (inter-)scot level into 
real and specific building regulations at a more local level and 
how to ensure that these higher level objectives are respected at 
the most local level.

Notes

1. Law of 12 July 1999 on 
the consolidation and 
simplification of intermu-
nicipal cooperation.
2. Town Planning Law  
of 30 December 1967.
3. Town and Country 
Planning Law of 4 
February 1995.

4. Law on Urban Solidarity 
and Renewal of 13 
December 2000.
5. Law of 12 July 2010 
relative to a national 
commitment for the  
environment (Grenelle 2).
6. For insee “an urban 
area is a series of munici-

palities, counted together 
and without an enclave, 
consisting of an urban 
centre and rural municipal-
ities or urban units (outer 
suburbs) where at least 40 
percent of the resident 
employed population 
works in the centre or in 

the municipalities attracted 
by this centre”.
7. Law of 19 December 
2011 on the reform of 
regional authorities.
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Stuttgart Region’s  
‘Joining Forces’ approach
Jeannette Wopperer

For dealing with local and global challenges, the Greater Stuttgart 
Region follows a particular way of governance with above-average 
competences in regional planning. A short run down of the 
Stuttgart Metropolitan Region will give insight into the Greater 
Stuttgart Region itself, the work of the Verband Region Stuttgart 
and the challenges to metropolitan regions like Stuttgart. 

The Greater Stuttgart Region

— Facts and figures
The Greater Stuttgart Region is located in south-western  
Germany in the heart of Baden-Württemberg, which is one of  
the 16 German federal states (Länder). The region covers an area 
of more than 3,500 km² divided into 179 independent municipali-
ties and six districts. With a population of 2.67 million inhabitants 
from 170 nationalities and an economic output (gdp) of around 
€101 billion the Greater Stuttgart Region is one of the most 
important regions in Germany. Covering only 10 percent of the 
area of Baden-Württemberg, the Greater Stuttgart Region is home  
to 25 percent of the land’s total population and accounts  
for 30 percent of its annual gdp. 

Germany

Switzerland

Netherlands

Belgium

France

Luxembourg

Austria

Czech 
Republic

Poland

Denmark

Baden-
Württemberg

Stuttgart
Region

The Greater Stuttgart Region is the capital region of Baden-Würt-
temberg, for which it provides major infrastructure, including an 
international airport, a trade fair, an administration and cultural 
centre (opera and museum), universities and a tv and radio broad-
casting station. The region is well known for being an economic 
powerhouse with numerous global players and innovative 
medium-sized companies, mainly in the automobile industry, 
mechanical engineering, information technology and in the related 
research and development sector. It currently has the greatest 
density of scientific and research organisations and the largest 
number of patent-applications of all the major cities in Germany. 
Mercedes, Porsche, Stihl, Bosch are just some famous trademarks. 
More than a third of the one million employees in the region are 
still working in the manufacturing sector. Thus, unlike in service-
oriented German metropolitan areas, development in Stuttgart is 
mainly based on the conurbation of factories: a striking, often 
noisy and greenhouse gas-emitting form of land use that is hard to 
reconcile with an already densely populated environment. The 
Porsche factory, for example, is located within the city of 
Stuttgart; the Mercedes factory in the neighbouring city of 
Sindelfingen.

Region

District

Municipality

1. Administrative 
structure Greater 
Stuttgart Region
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— A conurbation with polycentric structure
Before the Industrial Revolution, the Greater Stuttgart Region  
was a rural area with a dispersed settlement pattern. The first signs 
of industrialisation appeared along the rivers and an extended 
growth followed after the Second World War. Not just the city of 
Stuttgart was industrialised, but the whole valley of the Neckar 
River, plus all the other valleys around the hills of Stuttgart. 
Between 1850 and now, the region evolved from a rural area into  
a strongly urbanised agglomeration. 

Nowadays, the Greater Stuttgart Region is one of the most 
densely populated areas in Germany, with 727 inhabitants per 
km². In addition, the region has a polycentric structure with 
medium-sized cities, small towns and municipalities. Only one 
fifth of its population (600,000 inhabitants) lives in the region’s 
largest city, Stuttgart. The much older cities of Esslingen and 
Ludwigsburg account for about 90,000 residents, whereas the 
other cities are each home to between 40,000 and 60,000 citizens. 
The large amount of economic output and population in a rather 
limited area necessarily leads to a reduction in open space.

Furthermore, 75 percent of the one million workforce in the 
Greater Stuttgart Region do not work in their town of residence. 
This and the transport of merchandise mean high volumes of 
traffic and overloaded roads. At least 350,000 people use the 
excellent railway network daily. This number includes not only 
daily commuting to work but also students, schoolchildren, 
shoppers and other kinds of travellers.

1850 1900

2. Development of the 
settlement area 
between 1850 and 2050

Managing open space and transport and sustaining a polycentric 
structure are tasks that vitally need regional coordination. To 
handle these challenges, the development of a regional approach 
was essential. 

The work of the Verband Region Stuttgart

— Institutional context
The Verband Region Stuttgart was established by a Federal State 
Act in February 1994 to be the platform for the further develop-
ment of this densely populated area into the Greater Stuttgart 
Region. It was set up in order to replace the previous regional 
planning association and to answer the demand for enhanced 
regional cooperation that arose in the early Nineties. Regional 
problems and possibilities do not stop at municipal boundaries 
and the necessity for coordinating future residential, commercial 
and traffic development between the local communities became 
clearer and clearer. Cooperation processes and joint implementa-
tion had to be associated with planning. Moreover, while planning 
previously had mainly entailed the activity of making a plan, 
saying where development could take place and what could be 
done, it would now also involve identifying actions for imple-
menting the plan. 

The Verband Region Stuttgart became the public authority 
responsible both for the task of regional integration and for the 
international competitiveness of the region. Regional planning in 
this broader sense is based on a long-term view of the Greater 

20001960
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Stuttgart Region characterised inwardly by clearly defined residen-
tial and commercial areas and outwardly as a metropolitan region 
of European dimensions. Based on size, population and economic 
power, the Greater Stuttgart Region constitutes the core of the 
European Metropolitan Region of Stuttgart (see last paragraph). 
Its taskforce – the Verband Region Stuttgart – therefore acts 
according to its overall concept: joining forces. 

— Competences
In Germany, spatial planning is managed under the so-called 
Gegenstromprinzip (literally ‘counter-flow principle’), referring 
to not only top-down but also bottom-up planning, and most 
importantly to how they come together. This means that regional 
planning has to be seen as mediating between planning on the 
large-scale level of the federal states and the small-scale level of 
communities. When a plan is being prepared at the regional level, 
coordination between the states and the communities has to take 
place. This is not always an easy task because, as is usual in the 
German planning system, the municipalities have a very strong 
position in organising their development (e.g. settlement  
development, etc.). 

The Regional Plan implements the State Development 
Plan’s stipulations for the Stuttgart Region. The targets and 
principles enshrined in the Regional Plan apply especially to 
urban and municipal planning. The aim is to strike a balance 
between regional control and local authority planning souver-
eignty. Therefore the Regional Plan can be seen as a link 
between state and municipal planning. It provides the 
framework for the municipalities for whom this plan is legally 
binding. Regional planning is not a one-way street: towns and 
municipalities are involved in the planning process at several 
stages. Associations, authorities, chambers of commerce and 
trade unions are also involved (‘principle of countervailing 
influence’), as is the public. The Regional Plan is voted on by 
the Regional Assembly.

According to Baden-Württemberg state law, the responsi-
bilities of the Verband Region Stuttgart comprise the drawing 
up of the (legally binding) Regional Plan, with a time-horizon 
of 10 to 15 years, as well as landscape planning. But unlike in 
other regions, regional planning in the Greater Stuttgart Region 
is also concerned with the operation and implementation of 
regional public transport, the promotion of economic develop-
ment and tourism marketing. The Verband Region Stuttgart 

contributes to investments that are significant for the develop-
ment of the region, such as the trade fair or the renewal of the 
main station with a high-speed railway link to Paris and 
Munich. Planning and the provision of infrastructure is 
therefore under one roof. 

— Regional governance
All these competences are legitimised by the democratically and 
directly elected Regional Assembly. This is substantially different 
from other regional assemblies in Baden-Württemberg and in the 
majority of the other German regions where regional planning is 
the responsibility of a board made up of representatives of the 
municipalities and other local authorities concerned. While a 
directly elected regional assembly may seem a technical detail,  
it is in fact a singular set-up that enables agreement to be reached 
on unpopular issues and implementation of the necessary 
measures. Members of the regional assembly have to develop 
programme aims for the region, and not just for the district they 
represent. It is a more effective structure developed to obtain  
a strong political position for the perimeter of the region, where 
demands can be sometimes in conflict with local authority  
(i.e. municipal) demands. This aggregation of competences and 
democratic legitimation is a driving force in Stuttgart’s regional 
policy and is essential for forward-looking regional development. 

REGULAR MODEL

Regional Assembly

County council

City council

delegate

elect

 The people

STUTTGART REGION

Regional Assembly

City council

elect

The people

County council

3. Principle of  
governance at the 
regional level
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— Regional planning
The polycentric structure of the region is one reason for its success, 
resulting in self-confident and powerful medium-sized towns 
competing for good business results and knowledge. But it is 
equally a challenge, insofar as it involves the reconciliation of 
interests and the coordination of development. 

In general the Greater Stuttgart Region faces the same 
problems as many densely populated regions. On the one hand – 
despite the fact of demographic change – there is still a need to 
build more houses and roads. This leads to environmental 
problems: an increasing rate of soil sealing, landscape fragmenta-
tion and also climate change with an increased thermal stress in 
inner city areas. On the other hand there is the need to make the 
region’s economy less dependent on the car manufacturing sector 
without increasing unemployment rates, and to keep the region 
attractive for companies and employees.

To solve these problems the Verband Region Stuttgart has 
instruments like the formal Regional Plan, which contains state-
ments about traffic, housing, landscape, mining for raw materials, 
agriculture, water, waste disposal and energy supply. It provides 
the legally binding framework for the municipalities. Being  
responsible for the operation of both regional planning and 
regional transport, the Verband Region Stuttgart has had to 
implement a very stringent coordination of settlement and 
transport. In concrete terms, only municipalities with railway access 
are allowed to intensify their development, which makes the railway 
system the backbone of sustainable development (see figure 4).

In some cases regional planning should be restrictive. 
Relevant open spaces are protected by regional green belts by-laws 
and this protection is mandatory for both public and private land. 
The development of the landscape, considered as green infrastruc-
ture, constitutes a major concern of regional planning. To 
implement this, the Verband Region Stuttgart has drawn up an all-
embracing (though nonbinding) concept called the ‘Greater 
Stuttgart Landscape Park’, showing where open areas are to be 
improved, redesigned and linked together. The basic idea of the 
landscape park is to enable people to enjoy the landscape and to 
protect it at the same time. Due to the concept of the regional 
landscape park the Stuttgart Region has two statutory instruments 
that enable the Verband Region Stuttgart to plan and to co-finance 
the implementation of green infrastructure projects:
— Master plans for different landscapes,
— Co-funding local projects with regional money 
 (up to 50 percent).

Within the project ‘Landscape Park’, planners develop planning 
concepts called ‘Masterplan’ for different parts of the region, which 
are tailored to the particular needs of the respective landscape and 
urban structures (see figure 5). The objectives of the master plans 
can be, for instance, the enhancement of recreation zones and facili-
ties, the establishment of ecological and infrastructural connections, 
the upgrading of natural habitats and the strengthening of natural 
resources. The municipalities and local stakeholders of this 
Landscape Park are involved in a ‘bottom-up’ planning process that 
aims at improving the green infrastructure with projects that are 
planned by the communities. The Verband Region Stuttgart runs an 
annual competition for co-financing the best green infrastructure 
projects, with an amount of €1,5 million available each year. This 
process improves not only the green infrastructure but also the 
communication between and within the participating communities. 

— Regional transport
One of the major responsibilities of the Verband Region Stuttgart is 
regional transport. Its ambition is to constantly improve the comfort 
and reliability of the railway system. New tracks are currently under 
construction, while the existing radial, star-shaped system is being 
changed to a ring system, which is improving access and increasing 
opportunities to use trains instead of cars. Regional rail transport is, 
together with local trams and buses, part of a network with 
common tickets and fares. For the first time, Greater Stuttgart 
Region has an integrated traffic and transport concept that is at the 
same time coordinated with regional and landscape plans.

— Further competences
The Verband has established an agency called the Stuttgart Region 
Economics Development Corporation (wrs) whose principal 
shareholder is the Verband. The corporation has the task of 
strengthening the position of Greater Stuttgart Region in national, 
European and international competition. The main fields of action 
of the agency are location management and development, and 
location marketing. It should therefore extend regional coopera-
tion by achieving a number of goals: optimising regional, 
economic structures through the support of networks, technology 
and foundations; strengthening the innovative potential of the 
location; and fostering regional cooperation especially in research, 
development and innovation. In addition, the Verband Region 
Stuttgart participates in the planning and implementation of major 
regional marketing projects and is also an important stakeholder 
in cluster and media policy.
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The Greater Stuttgart Region has to join forces even beyond 
regional borders to remain competitive in the global context, 
while retaining its quality of life and remaining ecologically  
intact. It is obvious that these activities must be financed.  
The annual budget of the Verband Region Stuttgart amounts  
to about €270 million in 2011, and comes almost exclusively from  
public funds in the form of transfers from district and municipal 
authorities and grants from the Federal and the State governments. 
The largest item of expenditure is local public transport, which 
accounts for about 85 percent of the total budget. 

Public transport: 240.1

Planning: 2.3

Business development 7.7

Promotion of culture and 
sports: 0.3

Dept service: 13.2

Administration/IT: 3.0

Employees: 3.8

6. Verband Region 
Stuttgart budget 2011, 
total expenditures: 
€270,4 million

Challenges in metropolitan regions
The strategy of the ‘Joining Forces’ approach in a sustainable 
regional development context is designed to meet the demand of 
three major challenges: 

— Adjustment to globalisation
The metropolitan region has to meet the demands of worldwide 
networking and competition. The main issues to be addressed 
include: the dependency of the region’s economy on an export-
oriented industry; the future of the manufacturing industry given 
increasing unemployment rates (though these are very low at  
the moment); and maintaining the attractiveness of the region  
for companies and employees. The Regional Plan can provide 
sufficient land for commercial activities and housing, both in terms 
of quantity and quality. The Stuttgart Region Economics Develop-
ment Corporation supports the requirements of the Regional Plan 
with accompanying measures. 

Revenues of fares 
etc.: 91.0

Credits: 5.2

State subsidy: 29.3

Transfer from reserves: 6.5

Traffic allocation: 67.0

Verband Region 
Stuttgart allocation
(contribution of
municipalities): 13.9

Regionalisation funds  
of the suburban railway
(federal allowance): 57.5

7. Verband Region 
Stuttgart budget 2011, 
total revenues:  
€270,4 million
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— Demographic change
Like most European regions, the Greater Stuttgart Region faces  
a relatively significant change in demographic pattern. There will 
be fewer people and they will be older. This population shrinkage 
and ageing will consequently transform the demand for infrastruc-
ture: the region will need fewer schools and childcare centres but 
more homes for the elderly. There will be increased cost and use of 
transport. There are areas – especially rural areas, but also in the 
City of Stuttgart – where the supply of food and daily needs is still 
not assured under market conditions. And, most importantly, it 
will become harder to find highly qualified manpower. This is not 
a very good situation in increasing worldwide competition for 
resources, especially when public funds are short. The Regional 
Plan provides the conditions for a forward-looking settlement 
development that guarantees the supply of necessary goods and 
services and the mobility of the population in the long term.

— Climate change and energy
According to the forecasts, in 2080 the climate in Stuttgart will be 
comparable to the recent climate in southern Italy, with congested 
urban areas suffering from hot days with high temperatures, high 
humidity, low wind and pollution peaks. This will especially affect 
Stuttgart as it is situated in a basin. The core area of the region is 
already subject to oppressive heat waves and is afflicted with high 
particulate matter. Furthermore, the risk of floods affects the 
entire industry of the region as it is mostly developed along rivers.
There is also an issue of image, as automotive production is 
considered to have a direct, negative impact on climate change. 
Activities to reduce the emission of carbon dioxide are therefore  
a priority on the regional planning agenda. For example, Stuttgart 
Region has provided an atlas on the spatial effects of climate 
change, creating an important database that can be used in city 
and town planning. Other climate change adaptation measures 
include the protection of important local climate open spaces,  
the provision of renewable energy or climate change mitigation 
policies for transport efficiency and the use of renewable energy.

The Stuttgart Metropolitan Region
Greater challenges makes us act on greater levels, meaning at 
larger scales and more levels. In 1995, in a reaction to increasing 
globalisation, the European Metropolitan Region of Stuttgart was 
established as one of 11 metropolitan regions in Germany by the 
Conference of German Ministers responsible for spatial planning. 
In addition to the formalised and politically legitimised coopera-

tion called Verband Region Stuttgart, the Greater Stuttgart Region 
works closely together with local authorities and regional associa-
tions surrounding the metropolitan region in a network-like and 
project-specific partnership. 

In 2002 the State Development Plan of Baden-Württemberg 
allocated additional areas to the European Metropolitan Region of 
Stuttgart around its centre (nearly half of Baden-Württemberg 
belongs to it). While there are different spatial delimitations of the 
Stuttgart Metropolitan Region (one could say it has a flexible 
geometry) it is the Greater Stuttgart Region that constitutes its  
institutional, organisational core. There are cooperation tasks that 
increase visibility on supraregional and international levels, such as:
— International location marketing
— Involvement in networks (such as Initiativkreis europäischer
  Metropolregionen in Deutschland and metrex)
— Project-related cooperation, such as eu research projects
— Representation of interests through the European Bureau in  
 Brussels

Conclusion
In order to achieve successful and sustainable development in the 
metropolitan region of Stuttgart, the Verband Region Stuttgart 
can use mandatory instruments such as regional planning to offer 
development opportunities for all municipalities and to coordinate 
development, infrastructure and open space. Continuous moni-
toring of the regional development ensures such achievements.  
For this purpose it needs, on the one hand, to support political 
decision-making and guarantee its subsequent implementation 
and, on the other hand, to be supported by lobbying for regional 
interests at state, national and European levels. 
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Global challenges and strategic 
spatial planning in the region  
of Catalonia  
Joan López Redondo 

In Catalonia, as elsewhere in Spain, territorial governance has 
traditionally been highly influenced and shaped by local 
planning, with municipalities playing a critical role. Regional 
planning has impacted Spanish spatial planning to a lesser extent 
in the past. However, in recent years, regionalised planning has 
been stimulated by significant demographic changes that have 
contributed to rapid urbanisation and an increased urgency to 
address global challenges such as climate change, security of 
energy supply and growing mobility demands. These territorial 
problems require a more large-scale approach than a local one. 
Examining spatial planning practices of the region of Catalonia 
shows how regional spatial planning is gradually being optimised 
to deal strategically with global challenges. 

Catalonia: facts and figures
Catalonia is a Mediterranean region in the northeast of Spain 
that covers about 32,000 km². Over the past decades, Catalonia has 
transformed dramatically due to a strong increase in both popula-
tion and economic activity. Nowadays, the region has over seven 
million inhabitants, the majority of whom live in the metropolitan 
area of Barcelona, the region’s capital. Although the metropolitan 
area of Barcelona only covers ten percent of Catalonia’s total 
territory, it accounts for 70 percent of the region’s population.  
The Catalan area comprises 947 municipalities in total and 
although it is a leading industrialised region within Spain, most  
of its territory is rural. Urbanised land comprises around five  
percent of the territory’s total area. Outside the metropolitan area  
of Barcelona, developed land is mainly situated along the coast.  
This uneven demographic distribution and urban development is 
distinctive of the Catalan region and has a considerable impact on 
the development of spatial planning strategies.

— Global challenges
Like most regions in Europe, Catalonia is confronted with 
unprecedented global challenges, in particular in terms of climate 
change, globalisation, energy supply and demographic change. 
Being a dry, mixed coastal and mountainous Mediterranean 

region, climate change is perhaps the greatest challenge 
Catalonia is faced with. Additionally, it also needs to address 
economic globalisation challenges. Although Catalonia’s 
strongly open economy is growing in line with the European 
average Gross Domestic Profit (gdp), it is struggling with low 
productivity and ongoing immigration. The sudden and strong 
demographic growth and increase in the foreign population 
presents Catalonia with emerging and evolving demographic 
challenges. Lastly, in order to improve security of energy 
supplies, the region needs to address its lack of important natural 
resources and sustainable energy supply system.

Despite the importance of these global challenges, most  
do not feature prominently in Catalonia’s spatial planning  
initiatives. Instead, they are addressed indirectly. The global 
challenges are not considered to be ‘isolated’ issues that would 
need to be developed as separate strategic elements, so they are 
generally included implicitly in spatial plans and taken into 
account during the evaluation of plan proposals. The one 
exception to this pattern is the impact of the recent rapid  
demographic change in Catalonia. The challenges presented by 
this demographic shift play an important and explicit role in 
regional spatial planning proposals.

Catalan spatial planning system
In order to fully understand how Catalonia deals with global chal-
lenges and why they are addressed implicitly only, it is imperative 
to understand the Catalan spatial planning system. To this end, its 
institutional context and the different types of spatial plans need to 
be clarified.

— Institutional context
Catalonia is an autonomous self-governing region with its own 
parliament, president and government, which are politically 
organised under the institution of the ‘Generalitat of Catalonia’. In 
terms of spatial planning, this autonomy implies that the region as 
such has full competence in this area. Figure 1 shows the types of 
plans and levels of governance in the Catalan spatial planning 
system. The figure outlines that the regional government prepares 
and approves all spatial plans at a supralocal level, and also 
approves urban local plans. 

On the large territory level, Spain’s national land regulations 
are the framework against which the spatial development policies 
are drafted by the Generalitat. On a local level, however, urban 
plans are the core element of the Catalan spatial planning system. 
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As municipalities interact closely with citizens and are embedded 
in the territory, they prepare local planning rules, award land  
use authorisations and construction permits and supervise the 
development process. Before they come into effect, the urban  
plans proposed by the municipalities are submitted to the  
Generalitat for final approval. 

— Three types of spatial plans
In Catalonia, the following three types of spatial plans are used  
for the purpose of spatial development at the regional level: the 
Catalan Territorial Masterplan (or the Catalan General Spatial 
Plan); the Sector Specific Territorial Plans (or Sectoral Plans);  
and the Partial Territorial Plans (or Regional Plans).

— The Catalan Territorial Masterplan is a general spatial plan 
for the entire territory of Catalonia. It deals with a variety of 
‘general’ issues that the region is faced with, such as correcting the 
imbalance in population distribution (with a disproportionally 
high concentration in the Barcelona area). This spatial plan is 
regulated by the Ministry of Territorial Policy of Catalonia. 

LOCAL PLANS

URBAN DIRECTIVE PLANS

DERIVED PLANS

URBAN 
PLANS

Municipality

Local area

Supralocal

SECTORIAL PLANS REGIONAL PLANS

Prepared and approved by 
the Regional Government

SPATIAL 
PLANS

CATALAN GENERAL SPATIAL PLAN

Catalonia   
one issue

 One area 
all issues

Prepared and approved by 
the Regional Government

Prepared by the Municipality 
and approved by the Regional 

Government

Catalonia: all issues   

1. Catalan spatial 
planning system

— Sector Specific Territorial Plans also relate to the entire 
Catalan territory but unlike the Masterplan, they address only one 
specific topic, such as energy, water or the environment. The 
competent ministries of the Catalan Government prepare and develop 
these specific topic plans. The plans come into force once they are 
approved by the Regional Government of Catalonia. 

— Partial Territorial Plans or Regional Plans focus on one  
particular Catalan area, but address multiple aspects. The main 
purpose of the Partial Territorial Plans is to translate the general 
objectives and strategies outlined in the Catalan Territorial Master-
plan to specific areas of the region. The subdivision into different 
areas is necessary as visions for spatial planning can widely vary by 
territory, especially in a highly varied region such as Catalonia with 
both coastal and mountainous areas, as well as urban and rural areas. 
As a result, the region is divided into seven general functional areas 
(see figure 2) based on the presence of large cities and their hinterland. 
Each region defines its own specific territorial objectives in its Partial 
Territorial Plan according to the specific characteristics and needs of 
the region. 

2. The seven Catalan 
Regional Spatial Plans
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When it comes to addressing global challenges in spatial planning, 
the above shows that it is not straightforward to tackle global 
issues at one particular level. For example, global challenges  
are not explicitly considered in the Partial Territorial Plans. 
Important and complex aspects, such as water, energy, waste 
management, retail planning and medical facilities, are preferably 
dealt with in the sector-specific territorial plans, with the indi-
vidual ministries dealing with their specific fields of expertise.  
For example, energy plans are typically prepared by the Catalan 
Ministry of Economy, whereas plans for water management are 
prepared by the Ministry of the Environment.

Another reason why global concerns are not explicitly 
included in Catalan regional spatial plans, is the lack of a strong 
spatial planning tradition in Catalonia. Over the past fifty or sixty 
years, the region has been confronted with a significant demo-
graphic and economic growth and an accelerated increase in urban 
sprawl. However, as shown in figure 2 above, the first Catalan 
Regional Spatial Plan was not approved until 2006. The last of  
the seven regional plans only came into force in September 2010. 
This delay has had a dramatic impact on the Catalan territory. 
Although the percentage of developed land in Catalonia is low, the 
urbanisation process occurred extremely fast. In many cases, this 
led to dysfunctional and inefficient development, wasteful land 
consumption and sprawling, low-density residential areas, some  
of which still lack the most elemental urban services and facilities. 
In this context, the Catalan Regional Spatial Plans are the first and 
much needed evidence of the regional planning that has come into 
force. These regional plans were produced in response to a chaotic 
situation and, for this reason, they were conceived as physical 
plans. Now that all seven regional plans have been approved, the 
next revision of the Catalan General Spatial Plan (approved in 
1995) is seen as an excellent opportunity to gradually include 
strategic elements into spatial planning.

Although global challenges are currently not approached 
explicitly in Catalan Regional Spatial Plans, it is interesting to note 
how some strategic elements are finding their way into spatial 
planning processes. This can be illustrated by looking at the 
implicit considerations of global challenges in planning proposals, 
the Environmental Evaluation Report (eer) and the revision of 
planning proposals by the Catalan ministries.

Global challenges embedded in planning proposals
Originally mainly concerned with geophysical aspects, newer 
regional plans adopt a more strategic perspective. Since 2004,  
the Partial Territorial Plans have assumed additional social and 
economic considerations. The plans focus on three basic territorial 
systems: the urban settlement system, the open space system  and 
the transport infrastructure system. 

— The urban settlement system
One of the main objectives set out in the territorial guidelines  
is the achievement of sustainable growth through a compact and 
integrated urbanisation model. This means that new developments 
must re-use the existing urban fabric or, if they are occupying 
previously undeveloped land, they must be ‘extensions’ of the 
existing cities and towns in Catalonia, forming a nodal territorial 
structure. Urban settlements must be dense, compact and  
contiguous. In order to materialise this general objective, every  
city and town in Catalonia is assigned a specific growth strategy, 
from highly boosted development to stagnation or even reduction 
of its potentially developing area, according to its size, location 
and other characteristics. 

3. Regional Spatial 
Plan of Comarques 
Gironines (2010):  
The urban settlement 
system
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— The open space system
Spatial plans do not merely take into account urban development 
and urban infrastructure. Not all remaining territory land is 
regarded as suitable or needed for future development. On the 
contrary, open spaces and green areas are now considered assets 
and play an active role in spatial planning. The protection of 
specific valuable areas goes hand in hand with the protection of the 
extensions of these areas and of the corridors connecting them, in 
order to ensure the functionality of open spaces as a real system. 
As a result, currently 71.2 percent of the Catalan territory is 
preserved for urbanisation.

Figure 4 demonstrates how the effort to limit urbanisation is 
reflected in the Regional Spatial Plan of the Metropolitan Region 
of Barcelona: the plan includes detailed information on the wide 
variety of open or green spaces of different types that are identified 
as protected areas and safeguarded for the future. These data illus-
trate the shift towards the preservation of open and green spaces. 

4. Regional Spatial 
Plan of the Metro- 
politan Region of  
Barcelona (2010):  
the open space system

— The transport infrastructure system
Proposals related to the transport infrastructure system mainly 
focus on reinforcing and connecting the urban networks. This 
system includes rail and road networks, ports, airports and 
logistics areas. The transport system is obliged to favour public 
transport over roads and highways and should place the Catalan 
transport infrastructure network within the wider Spanish and 
European context. The infrastructures must also be based on and 
support the nodes of the Catalan territory. 

5. Regional Spatial 
Plan of the Metro- 
politan Region of  
Barcelona (2010): 
railway infra- 
structure system
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In summary, Catalan spatial plans implicitly address topics such  
as climate change, globalisation and energy supply by recognising 
the importance of open spaces, minimising land consumption  
by promoting dense and compact cities, and by increasing the  
efficiency of the Catalan transport network and putting it into  
a wider context. 

LES OLLES

CANAL VELL

LO GUERXAL

LO RIU VELL

GALAIX DE BUDA

BRAC DE MITJORN 

LA PLATJOLA 

LA TANCADA 

L’ALFACADA 

6. Regional Spatial 
Plan of the Terres  
de l’Ebre (2010): 
measures of adaptation 
and prevention  
of the effects of 
climate change in the 
River Ebre delta

The Environmental Evaluation Report
All Catalan Regional Spatial Plans are subject to a compulsory  
evaluation before they can be approved by the Catalan govern-
ment. The evaluation findings and recommendations are reported 
in an Environmental Evaluation Report (eer). The report focuses 
on important aspects of global challenges such as improving 
energy efficiency, reducing air pollution, minimising waste 
materials and regulating the water cycle to ensure that certain 
sustainability and efficiency criteria are met. This practice of 
detailed evaluation is a useful means to strengthen strategic spatial 
planning in the Catalan region. 

Revision by the Catalan ministries
After the evaluation process, all planning proposals are revised 
and amended where necessary by the ministries of the Catalan 
government during a period of public consultation. The ministries 
review specific proposals according to their special competences 
(energy, the environment, the economy, etc.) to ensure that 
regional spatial plans are in line with sectoral plans. 

The above clearly shows that although global challenges  
are not expressed explicitly in Catalan regional spatial plans,  
they are addressed implicitly in many ways in the actual proposals, 
the Environmental Evaluation Report and during governmental 
revision. Moreover, some recently approved regional spatial plans 
increasingly include global challenges as explicit determining 
factors for contents and overall planning approaches. Equally,  
the work that has been carried out so far in terms of revising the 
General Spatial Plan of Catalonia also considers these challenges 
to a growing extent. 

Demographic scenarios
It is mentioned above that the one global challenge that has  
been addressed explicitly in past Catalan spatial planning, is  
the remarkable demographic change the region has undergone 
over the past sixty years, which has influenced Catalan regional 
plans considerably. Given the huge impact of rapid population 
growth in the region, this is hardly surprising. This growth was 
due both to immigration from other parts of Spain, especially 
during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, and to an increase in foreign  
immigration between 2000 and 2009. This has had enormous 
consequences for the Catalan territory, particularly a significant 
increase in demand for new housing units. 

This demographic change influenced the scenarios needed 
to be developed for the future. Several scenarios were considered 
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to predict the number of people and jobs in Catalonia by 2026. 
These can be summarised in two main hypotheses: the non- 
migration hypothesis and the labour market hypothesis.

— The non-migration hypothesis
The non-migration hypothesis assumes that Catalonia’s borders 
will be closed and future migration no longer possible. This allows 
for current population figures to be used for projected population 
data for year 2026. In this scenario, expectations are that popula-
tion will decrease by nearly 400,000 people and jobs by nearly 
200,000 by 2026. However, this non-migration policy is highly 
unrealistic and by no means effective as it would lead to a strong 
economic slowdown and loss of economic capacity.

— The labour market hypothesis
Although the labour market hypothesis is not a new hypothesis as 
such, it is quite unusual in demographic forecasts. These forecasts 
traditionally take into account variables such as age, birth rate and 
mortality but not the economy. As a result, demographic forecasts 
overall say little about migration patterns, as migration is mainly 
related to the economy. 

Yet, for the purposes of this research, the growth of the 
Gross Domestic Product (gdp) was taken as an independent 
variable with a projected growth rate of 2 percent per year.  
This projection is realistic in the long run. Most western 
economies grow at this rate, despite periods of economic crisis. 
The aim of this hypothesis is to calculate the labour force demand 
of year 2026 taking into account the projected 2 percent gdp 
growth and analysing to what extent the current population can 
meet this demand, given its age profile. It is assumed that any 
shortfall will be fulfilled by immigration. 

Based on the above assumptions, the Catalan population  
is projected to grow to 7.8 million people by 2026, an increase  
of 1.3 million people over 25 years. The expected growth from 
immigration stands at 1.5 million people, which is more than the 
total population growth. In the context of spatial planning, this 
implies that facilities for over one million new housing units are 
needed and sufficient space for one million new jobs. Although this 
is not a set-out strategy for spatial planning today, it is important 
to consider the consequences of this projected growth for spatial 
planning in Catalonia. Indeed, given the fact that a two percent 
economic growth is realistic, the spatial conditions to deal with 
this growth and continuing development need to be created 
according to the spatial territorial model.

Conclusion
It is clear that Catalonia is a highly developing and changing 
region and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable future. Global 
challenges and in particular a dramatic demographic boom have  
significantly impacted on the region in many ways. The projected 
growth rate gives a clear indication of the housing, infrastructure 
and economic demands that Catalonia may be faced with. In terms 
of spatial planning in Catalonia, these future demands and the 
continuing need to address global challenges on a large scale will 
require a change towards a more strategic approach to spatial 
planning. It is pointed out above that on many levels this strategic 
orientation has already begun to take place. Given the emerging 
challenges, it will be vital to continue along this path to safeguard 
Catalonia’s future as a viable and sustainable region.
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Demographic changes and strategic 
spatial planning – introduction
Bernhard Müller

Addressing issues of socio-demographic change is a relatively new 
and major challenge for regional and local spatial planners. It is also 
an ambiguous one. While an ageing population, for example, places 
stringent demands on age-specific infrastructures, it may also 
encourage innovative development directions. Depopulation may 
lead to shrinkage and related problems for cities and regions,  
but it may also provide new opportunities for more sustainable  
spatial development practices. Migration may spur growth in  
demographically challenged regions but is not always unanimously 
welcomed by the local population. Within this context, strategic 
planning seems essential. However, if strategic planning is initiated 
too late, planners and decision-makers with a long-term vision may 
succumb to the pressure of finding short-term remedies for the 
problems caused by socio-demographic change.

The workshop ‘Demographic changes and strategic  
spatial planning’ aims to provide an overview of three major  
socio-demographic trends: ageing, depopulation and migration.  
It details the spatial development challenges and opportunities  
introduced by demographic change. It also seeks to describe the 
concepts, visions and guidelines that may lead to a strategic planning 
approach. To this end, the workshop integrates examples from 
various European countries and regions. This contribution first 
presents information on population development in Europe then 
proceeds with a focus on demographic changes in Germany.  
Gijsbert Borgman discusses population decline in the Netherlands, 
while Christian Vandermotten examines shrinking regions,  
migration flows and patterns across Europe.

Demographic trends in Europe
In the last decade, population growth rates in many European regions 
have either stagnated or dropped. The population growth in 
Catalonia, as Joan López Redondo explains in his contribution 
‘Global challenges and strategic spatial planning in the region of 
Catalonia’ is an exception. In Germany, population growth on  
a regional level is minimal and the population is shrinking overall. 
Negative population growth rates are related to two factors:  
sub-replacement fertility (with total fertility rates that are too low  
to replace the current population) and high levels of emigration. 
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Most European regions are faced with an ageing population,  
especially those in Central and Eastern Europe, in certain parts of 
Spain and Portugal and in some of the Scandinavian countries. 
Lower total fertility rates (the average number of births per 
woman) are among the main causes for this development. 
Countries that in the 1960s, used to have a total fertility rate 
exceeding the reproduction rate (the number of children per 
woman that would keep the population at a stable level, i.e.  
2.1 births per woman) have dropped to sub-replacement fertility 
rates in a time span of only 45 years. The total fertility rate is low  
everywhere, except for some regions in Finland and Ireland, where 
fertility rates equal or exceed the replacement level. In addition, 
the elderly age group itself is growing. As the 80 years or over 
segment grows, ageing becomes an issue of great relevance in  
most European regions. 
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Research indicates that life expectancy is rising, except in Central 
and Eastern European countries. In Germany, 30 years of life 
expectancy have been gained over the last 100 years. This 
evolution represents a considerable potential, but it also creates  
a growing burden for the economically active population. 
According to a green paper released by the European Commission, 
the eu will be short of 20.8 million people of working age in 2030. 
Differences in retirement ages will introduce a certain level of 
variation across regions, but in general terms, there will be 
approximately two economically active individuals for each 
inactive person.

Migration is a final contributing factor, which raises the 
issue of integration. Immigration has increased in Spain during the 
last decade, resulting in the highest population growth rate in 
Europe. It has also risen in Italy, Ireland, Cyprus and in some other 
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countries. In Central and Eastern Europe on the other hand, 
emigration exceeds immigration.

Demographic change in Germany
Population development in Germany has a highly differentiated 
pattern (see figures 2, 3 & 4). Overall, population rates drop more 
radically in the eastern, formerly socialist part of the country. In 
the western part, a higher number of areas have a growing popula-
tion. On a regional level however, the picture is much more hetero-
geneous. In many German regions, growing municipalities are 
closely connected to shrinking municipalities.

The causes for population ageing in Germany differ as well.  
In the regions close to Poland and the Czech Republic, emigration is 
high, as young people decide to pursue opportunities elsewhere.  
In other regions, like Baden-Baden, the older age group grows as 
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elderly people from other regions, especially affluent pensioners, 
move in. This illustrates that population ageing is not necessarily 
connected to regional decline. While trends of population ageing and 
population shrinkage often correlate, they are not always connected 
and can evolve independently, each according to its own logic. 

Consequences of demographic change for strategic planning
Population shrinkage has an impact on the housing markets in 
cities and regions. Projections for 2030 indicate that the elderly 
will own a larger share of the housing market than households 
buying a first apartment. Both these first time buyers  
and the buyers in the 30–45 age groups are decreasing. This 
influences the housing market and changes the social infrastruc-
ture requirements. One in every four German primary schools, 
for instance, is expected to face closure by 2015. Other areas 
impacted by these developments include technical infrastruc-
tures (sewerage, water supply), transportation (especially in 
low density areas), employment and future economic competi-
tiveness and gender imbalances (emigration of women).

Ageing gives rise to a variety of challenges, such as the 
need to restructure and reorganise the housing stock and to 
adapt the living environment to the elderly population. In many 
cases, historic preservation orders hinder renovation. The result 
is an ageing infrastructure and housing stock, which, combined 
with the ageing population, has important consequences for the 
real estate market.

An ageing population raises challenges in several areas: 
the residential environment, mobility, communication, accessi-
bility, health-care facilities, social networks, voluntarism, 
participation, and more. Each challenge presents new  
opportunities but the conditions they entail, are varied. 

Public transport, for instance, can play an important role 
in elderly citizens’ mobility. However, many senior citizens may 
have only limited experience in using public transport. The use 
of public transport systems amongst the elderly is higher in 
urban areas (where most elderly people have been found to use 
public transport at least twice a month). In suburbs and rural 
areas, however, most elderly people use public transport less 
than twice a year. All these factors add to the challenge of 
establishing effective new public transportation networks.

Policy responses at different levels
At the national level, many sector policies have been put in 
place in Germany to address ageing population challenges. 
Examples are pension provisions, labour market policies, 
employment activities, family-friendly policies, social 
security reforms, economic development policies and  
health-care policies. In the area of spatial planning and 
spatial strategies, however, few ageing-oriented initiatives 
have been undertaken. 

The Akademiengruppe Altern in Deutschland, an inter-
disciplinary group of academics, focuses on the impact of 
population ageing, formulating recommendations for strate-
gies such as inter-generational housing, assisted living, 
improvements to the residential environment, barrier-free 
accessibility to shops and public transport, health-care  
facilities, and more. A major insight is that where people  
age is crucial to how they age. As such, the development of 
ageing-sensitive development should be fostered. This can be 
done by creating more local communities for all generations 
and by introducing the demographic factor into overall 
spatial strategies. The objective is to activate a smart 
community, marked by short distances, within an interlinked 
region that is oriented towards sustainable development.

Many policies and strategies address population 
decline in Germany. One example is a federal programme for 
urban restructuring. Especially in eastern Germany, growing 
numbers of tenants are moving away from older housing 
stock, from pre-fabricated housing and from the large 
so-called housing corporations. Several programmes in 
western Germany focus both on urban restructuring and on 
the integration of newcomers.

Spatial planning strategies are also being developed at 
the state level. The Saxonian Strategy ‘Shaping demographic 
change’ is an example. Within this state government initia-
tive, an expert commission was established. The objectives 
were to make recommendations on how the challenges 
arising from demographic change should be addressed, to 
elaborate a vision, to set strategic goals and initiate an action 
programme. The strategic goals revolve around life-long 
learning and innovation, regional basic services and inter-
generational cooperation, restructuring of settlement and 
infrastructure and the chances of active ageing. 
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At the local level, the impending demographic changes have long 
been ignored. As a result, the current debate often underscores the 
lack of incentives that will encourage action. Several initiatives 
have been taken, but the absence of a coherent overarching policy 
has led to a diversity of approaches. Through programmes 
initiated by the German government, integrated urban develop-
ment programmes have been introduced as an effective instrument 
to tackle demographic issues. In order to receive federal funds, 
cities are required to define their priority areas. The integrated 
urban development strategy in Dresden, for example, sets up 
downscaling housing programmes. In 2000, a major report 
revealed that a million housing units in eastern Germany would 
not be needed in the future. In Dresden, a massive programme  
was put in place to meet this challenge. Housing estates with pre-
fabricated units are being downscaled, in order to introduce an 
improved quality of life.

Finally, the issue of urban perforation must be addressed. 
Urban perforation refers to the scattered open spaces that emerge 
where buildings have been demolished. Turning these spaces into 
green areas is often a challenge, as owners are reluctant to forego 
the option of new property development. As part of the integrated 
urban development programmes in Germany, municipalities and 
owners can reach specific agreements to establish green areas and 
increase the overall quality of life in the area.

A changing paradigm: From growth to shrinkage
Demographic change requires a shift in the urban planning 
paradigm. Planning strategies used to be growth-oriented, 
focussing mainly on the distribution of growth, measured in terms 
of inhabitants, jobs etc. Today, strategies should take into account 
basic elements such as the optimal development and revitalisation 
of the existing housing infrastructure. The focus has to be shifted 
from quantitative to qualitative development. In the past, opportu-
nities for new developments were considered a major investment 
incentive. Nowadays, rather than promoting new development in 
isolation, existing infrastructures must be adapted to actual 
demand, and plots and buildings must be re-used. Under the 
current conditions of scarce financial resources, growth-driven 
urban planning instruments and initiatives have to be replaced 
with rehabilitation-focused and downscaling activities. Planning 
practices used to be a basis for the distribution of growth and for 
the separation of functions (e.g. living and working). 

Today, spatial planning in shrinking regions must be geared 
towards managing the shrinkage processes and introducing  
or preserving an area’s functional diversity. Traditional land use 
concepts are to be replaced with strategic planning and holistic 
concepts, involving impact assessments and taking into account 
implementation aspects, projects, mobilisation issues and 
contracts. Intermunicipal competition, marked by sectoral  
incentives that were aimed at attracting inhabitants and  
enterprises, has to be replaced by intermunicipal cooperation.
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Population decline in  
the Netherlands
Gijsbert Borgman 

Until very recently, population decline was considered a problem 
that only affected some municipalities and provinces, with no 
impact at the national level. Overall population decline was  
first signalled in 2006, however the issue only started to gain 
widespread attention in 2009. 

Population changes
Figure 1 shows the evolution of the Dutch population from 1900 
onwards, with prognoses until 2060. The population is expected 
to grow steadily until around 2040, when it is expected to reach 
almost 18 million people. Today, the Netherlands is home to 
16.5 million people. 
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development in  
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The proportion of the working population is shrinking:  
2010 saw the highest working population at about 10 million,  
a figure that is expected to fall to 9 million over the next 30 years. 
The current ratio of the economically inactive to the active  
population of 1 to 4 will in 30 years’ time evolve to 1 to 2. 
Clear signs of these tendencies, which challenge former, more 
intuitive views on demographic growth, have transformed 
population shrinkage into a national issue.

Population evolution in declining regions is best  
characterised by the prevailing migration patterns. In most of 
the border regions in the Netherlands, younger people migrate 
to bigger cities for education purposes, especially for higher 
education. When they have completed their studies, some stay 
in these cities or in the city-region. Many of them, however, 
move to the Randstad, the densely populated west-central 
metropolitan region that boasts the most interesting job  
opportunities for young graduates. The consequences are  
a positive migration balance in the western provinces, offset  
by a negative migration balance in the south and north.

2. Migration patterns 
in the Netherlands

city

  city-region
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Spatial impacts
These developments result in a population concentration in the 
western parts of the Netherlands.1 In most areas further growth  
is anticipated until 2025, though many areas are expected to 
progressively decline thereafter (see figure 3). While the population 
in the northern part of the Randstad (near Amsterdam, Utrecht 
and The Hague) may still be growing, other cities in the area, such 
as the harbour city of Rotterdam are more likely to be confronted 
with shrinkage. Re-urbanisation occurs, while, on the other hand, 
in rural areas, population decline is recorded. The south of the 
country, especially the rural areas and the city-region in the south 
of Limburg, already faces shrinkage-related challenges such as 
unoccupied and deteriorating housing stock. This downward 
trend is expected to continue. Another effect is the perforation  
of cities and villages, which characterises areas suffering from 
population decline. Besides severe challenges, the spatial impact  
of demographic change also raises opportunities. 

Policy issues and strategies
Shrinking regions and population decline were among the topics 
covered in the September 2010 Dutch Coalition Agreement, which 
states that “Spatial planning policy will focus to a greater extent 
on regions with shrinking populations. The government will work 
hand in hand with such regions in the search to identify regenera-
tive measures and new development opportunities.”² As issues 
related to population decline had until then been considered  
a housing-related topic, national planning authorities had never 
been actively involved in the shrinkage discourse. The recent focus 
shift must be situated in the current political context, which is 
explicitly geared to economic recovery. Hence, planning policies 
are oriented towards five issues: economic recovery, supply of 
services, strengthening provinces as the main spatial policy level, 
regional alignment of regulations and financing population 
decline.

The Dutch government pursues economic recovery both in 
shrinking and in growing regions. Policies are not specifically 
aimed at population growth (as any targeted growth in shrinking 
areas is unlikely to materialise) but at a vibrant and, if possible, 
growing economy. The city is considered the engine of economic 
development. As research has shown, the key objectives of an 
efficient urban strategy should be the improvement of the quality 
of housing and areas, the supply and quality of services and the 
accessibility of jobs. The availability of higher education, and  
of universities in particular, has been proven to attract young 
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people3. The national government can establish guiding principles 
for provinces and municipalities. As urban investments are concen-
trated in the larger cities, the accessibility of these centres (the means 
of transport and the infrastructure that connect peripheral regions 
with city centres) becomes another key objective. The fact that the 
improvement of accessibility by railway in the peripheral regions  
is on the Dutch government’s agenda is illustrative.

To counteract the diminishing supply of services in rural 
areas, policy strategies have to promote improved access to 
concentrated services, as well as the maintenance of high standards 
of quality. Demographic evolutions have made it impossible, for 
instance, to maintain local schools in every village. Many primary 
schools have closed or are facing closure and some secondary 
schools will meet the same fate. As schooling is compulsory  
up to a certain age, the government will have to ensure access  
to education, just as it ensures access to adequate health care. 
Spatial strategies should aim at concentrating facilities in regional 
or urban centres and at improving these facilities’ accessibility.

The Netherlands’ public administration is divided in three 
levels: the national level, the provincial level and the municipalities. 
For the past 40 years, intermunicipal cooperation was promoted  
as the best route to overcoming the limited effectiveness of both 
small municipalities and large provinces. Today, however, the 
national government wants to strengthen the provinces’ role  
in physical planning. 

Another condition for the successful implementation of 
physical planning strategies is the regional alignment of  
regulations. In shrinking regions, (public) services of various  
kinds are concentrated. Many of these services are combined in  
a building or so-called service centre. The challenge is in aligning 
the different sector-based regulations. Regulations about housing 
for the elderly, for instance, should fit in with health care 
regulations.

Financial shortages, finally, represent major constraints in 
solving the problems caused by population decline. A study by the 
ten smallest municipalities in the Netherlands4 revealed that in the 
next five to ten years, at least €5 billion will be required to solve 
problems related to population decline. In the light of anticipated 
national budget cuts of €18 billion a year, this represents an 
enormous cost. 
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Shrinking regions and spatial 
cohesion in a European context 
Christian Vandermotten 

This contribution discusses the challenges of shrinking regions, 
and migration flows and patterns in Europe, in relation to 
spatial cohesion. While mainly focusing on the present, a short 
overview of previous models and future prospects is also 
provided.1

From the post-war years to the 1980s:  
a shift in demographic trends

In the Fordist era of the 1950s-1960s, which is often referred to as the 
‘Golden’ post-war era of steady economic growth and social progress, 
the European demographic model was characterised by a threefold 
centre-periphery pattern: the fertility levels (which are higher in the 
periphery); the internal migration pattern, and – in Western Europe – 
the external migration pattern (from the periphery to the centre). This 
centre-periphery Fordist model also marked the beginning of the 
suburbanisation of major European cities.

However, with the crisis in the 1970s these principles were 
challenged. Whilst Fordism is characterised by a stable economic 
accumulation regime, with a strong focus on mass production and 
mass consumption, the post-Fordist period is typified by more 
flexible modes of production, less state intervention and welfare 
policies, and wages that are no longer linked to economic and 
productivity growth. This transition is also reflected in changing 
demographic models. The 1980s were marked by low fertility 
levels, slow economic growth, reduced population movements, 
stronger and more remote suburbanisation and a fading centre-
periphery pattern. 

Current demographic trends in Europe
Today, it seems that low fertility rates are becoming the norm in 
Europe, especially in the east – a region which also experiences  
significant emigration – the south and in Germany. Ageing is  
also becoming a big challenge in these areas of Europe. The main 
metropolitan regions in Europe, including their city centres, are  
being reinforced by population inflows, which is the reverse of the 
trend of the 1980s. 

Figure 1 shows the demographic renewal that is taking place 
in the Western European peripheries, in particular in Ireland and 
large parts of Spain and France. This demographic change is linked 

to positive migratory balances in these traditionally emigration 
regions, either due to retirement migrations, economic revival  
or migration from Eastern Europe and Southern Mediterranean 
countries.

Europe undeniably has become an immigration continent. 
Migrants today often resolutely opt to settle in main metropolitan 
areas. Less than in the past do they seem to be driven by the 
demands of the local labour market. In the 1950s and 1960s, 
migration into Western Europe originated in mainly from other 
(Western) European territories, as well as Yugoslavia and Turkey. 
Since the beginning of the 1990s, there has been a particularly 
strong migration flow from Eastern to Western Europe, with 
equally an increasing number of immigrants coming from outside 
of Europe. Interestingly, the European migration rate has 
increased to such an extent in the last decades that it is currently at 
the same level as that in the usa, where it was traditionally much 
higher. In fact, in Western Europe, migration rates today are even 
slightly higher than in the usa.

Figure 2 clearly demonstrates the strong dichotomy 
between negative population growth in Eastern Europe and 
population increase in Western Europe. It also indicates a trend 
towards a decline in population in Northern Europe.
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The future: projected demographic changes
Based on current trends, experts predict that while the popula-
tions of certain Western European countries will continue to 
grow (such as most of France, southern Spain and Ireland), an 
increasing number of European regions will in fact face a popu-
lation decrease. Currently, large parts of Central and Eastern 
Europe and – much unlike the rest of the country – the north-
west of Spain are already shrinking in terms of population. 

Figure 3 shows that by 2030 shrinking regions will be 
most apparent in the former socialist countries, and in some 
parts of Mediterranean Europe (such as the north-west of 
Spain, the south of Italy and a large part of Greece) and in  
the far north of Europe. Finally, some of the early industrial 
areas in Central Europe including Saxony, the Rhine-Ruhr, 
Saarland, Central Scotland and the north of France, will show  
a population decrease.

In these shrinking European regions, the loss of an active 
young population is magnified by a drop in birth rates and an 
increase in ageing population. However, there are also some 
inspiring examples of regions in the Mediterranean area where 
the ageing factor is a positive rather than a negative influence: 
having older people migrating into the area has resulted in the 
development of new facilities and services specifically targeted 
at this population group. This also creates interesting employ-
ment prospects that in turn have encouraged a younger genera-
tion to migrate to the region. However, although retirement 
immigration has proved to have had a positive impact in some 
areas, it does not seem to hold true for some other Mediterra-
nean regions, such as the shrinking regions of Sicilia and Puglia.

In summary, it seems that population growth in Europe 
will be mainly situated in the major European metropolitan 
areas and Western Europe, whereas Central and Eastern 
Europe, are expected to face a decrease in population.  
Additionally, projections are that within each country, 
shrinking will occur mostly in northern regions. Today,  
this is already true for France, the uk, Germany, Spain and 
Sweden, with Italy as an exception, where the north is  
expected to continue to flourish.

Relations between demographic trends and the economy
Correlations between demographic and economic growth are not 
clear-cut but depend highly on variables and the scale level.

A strong correlation exists between demographic trends 
and the level of the Gross Domestic Product (gdp) by inhabitant. 

In general, the economic situation of shrinking regions is less 
favourable than that of growing regions. Most shrinking regions 
have a gdp that is lower than both the European and the 
national average of the country in which they are located. 

While this correlation between shrinking regions and their 
gdp is characteristic of the European territory as a whole, it is 
less evident when considering specific regions within the EU, 
such as the eu-15 of Western Europe. Analyses at the regional 
level demonstrate a clear trend: young people (17-30 year-olds) 
tend to migrate to wealthy regions, especially metropolitan 
regions. The natural growth of these wealthy regions is directly 
linked to the immigration of this young generation (including 
foreign immigrants), which also improves the birth rates. On the 
other hand, it seems that families with young children and retired 
people tend to leave these wealthy regions.

Strangely, when considering the European regions in their 
entirety, including both shrinking and non-shrinking regions, 
there does not seem to be a global correlation between demo-
graphic change and recent economic growth. This even holds 
true when demographic growth is disaggregated into natural and 
migratory components or by age or social class. However, when 
merely considering shrinking regions, regardless of their 
economic growth, it becomes clear that the shrinking regions in 
Western Europe generally endure a tough economic climate; in 
Central and Eastern Europe, shrinking regions perform weakly 
compared to the national economic performance. Additionally, 
shrinking regions are often characterised by agricultural activity 
and a high share of the gdp is coming from non-market services 
and common services. Few shrinking regions are located in 
metropolitan areas or in areas specialised in high-technology 
manufacturing or business services. People in shrinking regions 
with a low gdp often leave the area in pursuit of better opportu-
nities elsewhere. The converse also applies with regions suffering 
a low gdp because many people are leaving the area. As stated 
above, it is interesting to observe that different mechanisms  
are at work in Western Europe and central Eastern Europe. 
Surprisingly and contrary to what appears to be basic logic, 
Eastern Europe seems to suffer from shrinkage despite rapid 
economic growth. 
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Conclusions
In view of the challenges shrinking regions in Europe face and 
the effect on spatial cohesion, the following general trends can 
be observed. Overall, shrinking regions tend to be poorer than 
the European average and have more peripheral economic 
structures. However, despite this territorial inequality and  
a strong correlation between population and economic growth, 
the internal diversities between the individual shrinking regions 
should also be considered carefully. 

Another important trend is that shrinking seems to be  
a cumulative process. Significant depopulation of an area is 
marked by the departure of young adults from the region and 
the ageing of society. This has a considerable impact on the job 
market and compromises regional redevelopment, which 
further contributes to the decline of the area.

Remarkably and contrary to theoretical expectation, in 
central Eastern Europe the ‘catch-up’ economic growth goes 
hand in hand with demographic decline, except in the capital 
cities. It seems the economic growth, despite its steady increase, 
is currently not sufficiently lucrative or job-generating to keep 
the native population in the area. 

Although these general trends are interesting, it is 
important to interpret and use them correctly. Many factors 
and interconnections, each in their turn depending on a number 
of factors, need to be considered. 

In terms of migration flows, both intra-European and 
extra-European migration flows are not favourable for the 
development of more territorial cohesion, although this is  
a main concern and an important European policy objective.  
To start with, European migration flows tend to generate more 
divergences between east and west. At a lower scale level, 
migration results in the ageing of certain areas. Although this 
can be a positive evolution with rich retirement communities 
contributing to economic growth as can be seen in some  
Mediterranean regions, ageing in other areas is the result  
of depopulation or low fertility rates. In those regions the 
consequences of ageing can be particularly challenging and  
lead to increased regional disparity.

Secondly, these migrations flows are not beneficial for 
environmental management and land use planning. They lead 
to growing intra-metropolitan divergence with significant 
disparities between the centre and the periphery. Migration 
flows counter the spatial planning objective of developing more 
dense cities by stimulating large-scale suburban sprawl.

On the other hand, in shrinking cities, fallow land (both 
industrial and residential) and residual space needs careful 
management. There are some inspiring examples of active 
management of fallows in Germany and the Netherlands. 

Finally, migration patterns will lead to new land use 
planning and environmental issues, including that of water 
supply in tourist and retirement areas, such as the Mediterra-
nean. These regions are growing faster than is currently visible 
as migration data for these areas are not included comprehen-
sively in the statistics. For instance, Belgian people who move 
to the Mediterranean coast of Spain for the winter season are 
currently not taken into account for Spanish migration.  
As seasonal migration seems to be a continuing trend with 
considerable impact on local communities, this will leave its 
mark on environmental management and spatial planning in 
the future. 
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Energy supply and strategic 
spatial planning – introduction
Ole Damsgaard

The relationship between energy supply and strategic spatial 
planning is or should be high on the agenda of researchers and 
professionals dealing with spatial development. Important reasons 
for this include the continuing rise of energy prices and the 
increasing dependency on fossil fuels, which have led to a political 
objective at eu level that future energy supply and demand will 
have to turn more towards renewable energy sources and focus 
more on efficient use of energy.

These two trends together – rising energy prices and  
a higher proportion of energy supply from renewable energy 
sources – will impact the spatial development and territorial 
cohesion of Europe. Some regions will be more vulnerable to these 
trends while others will have an improved development potential 
due to the transition to renewable energy. However, to predict the 
territorial impacts of rising energy prices and the transition to  
a new energy paradigm at the regional level is a challenging task.

The workshop ‘Energy supply and strategic spatial 
planning’ aims to share experiences in coping with the global 
challenge of energy supply through spatial planning. Firstly, in 
order to give a European overview and introduce the different 
dimensions of vulnerability, this report briefly highlights some 
aspects of the espon project ‘Regions at Risk of Energy Poverty’1 
(ReRisk). The second speaker, Sandro Balducci, shows that 
linking top-down strategies with bottom-up initiatives is impera-
tive for a more effective approach to contemporary challenges 
such as the energy problem. To illustrate, he looks into the Milan 
province’s strategic planning document ‘Città di Città’. Finally, 
from a complementary angle, Sven Stremke’s contribution focuses 
on the role of landscape design in integrating uncertainties into 
spatial planning. It develops a methodological approach to 
designing integrated visions for sustainable energy landscapes. 
Combined, the presentations advocate that joint approaches – 
small scale and large scale, from both design and planning – would 
advance innovative regional strategies, promoting the needed 
resilience.

Indications of regional vulnerability to energy poverty
From an overall perspective, two key questions define the energy 
debate in European territorial policy:

— What is the interrelation between energy supply/consump-
tion and territorial development?
— What is the interrelation between energy policy, spatial 
planning and territorial policy?
At the core of these questions is the concept of ‘vulnerability’: 
regional vulnerability to energy poverty. 

The ReRisk project has developed a methodology to measure the 
risk of energy poverty for different types of regions. Besides 
pointing out potential threats of energy poverty to the competitive-
ness of regional economies and to social cohesion, ReRisk has also 
identified the possible opportunities that may arise as a conse-
quence of increasing prices for fossil fuel.

— Socioeconomic indicators
An important step in the ReRisk project is to measure regional 
vulnerability to rising energy prices, based on a series of socioeco-
nomic indicators considered from the point of view of energy 
consumption. At this juncture we need to acknowledge that there 
are no comparable eu-wide harmonised data for energy consump-
tion available at the regional level, so other indicators had to be 
developed. Furthermore, it was decided to study consumption, 
rather than using the more traditional approach of studying energy 
production, because this gives a better picture of territorial 
variation at the regional level.

The set of socioeconomic indicators used in the project can 
be described according to the following three dimensions of 
regional vulnerability:
— economic vulnerability, for example regional employment 
and gross value added in industries with high energy spending;
— transport dependency, both in terms of employment and 
transport use, such as regional data for employment in the 
transport industry and expenditure on transport fuel for 
commuting between regions;
— social vulnerability, for example data on long-term  
unemployment and low income.

One example of how the dimension of economic competiveness is 
dealt with, is in identifying industrial sectors and subsectors that 
spend high levels of energy. These sectors were identified at the eu 
level and checked and adjusted at the national level so regions that 
have a specialisation in industries with high energy use – a large 
part of industrial employment and gross value added in these 
sectors – could be identified (see figure 1).
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Besides relatively high energy consumption for industrial  
production and transport, energy poverty resulting from rising 
energy prices is related to social vulnerability in terms of low 
income and high unemployment. The richer a region is, the better 
it will be able to cope with rising energy prices.

— Climate and renewable energy indicators 
In order to further define the vulnerability of eu regions, some 
data on climate conditions were elaborated on. Maximum and 
minimum temperatures determine cooling and heating demands  
in different regions and climate change is expected to have  
a considerable effect on the energy used for heating and cooling  
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as well as for some industrial processes. It can be assumed that 
mechanical cooling, for instance, will be needed during prolonged 
periods of heat when outdoor temperatures rise above 29°C. In this 
context, depending on the speed of climate change, the border between 
the most vulnerable regions in southern Europe and the rest of Europe 
will move northwards in line with the warming of European regions.

By adding data on renewable energy resources to the socio-
economic and climate indicators it has also been possible to point 
out opportunities at a regional level, for instance opportunities for 
wind power. 
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— Regional typologies for energy poverty vulnerability
Based on these indicators a clustering process was applied in order 
to define groups of regions of similar levels of vulnerability. The 
cluster analyses resulted in five typologies: With problems and 
potential, Well-off with trouble ahead, Struggling, looking for jobs 
and a brighter future, Wealthy and commuting, and Cool, windy, 
but working.

The type ‘Struggling, looking for jobs and a brighter future’, 
comprises the most vulnerable regions in terms of social cohesion, 
located mainly in eastern and southern Europe, while the type, 
‘Cool and windy, but working’ has a relatively low risk of energy 
poverty.

typology 1a ‘With problems and potentials’

typology 1b ‘Well-off, with trouble ahead’

typology 2 ‘Struggling, looking for jobs and a brighter future’

typology 3 ‘Wealthy and commuting’

typology 4 ‘Cool and windy, but working’

no data

3. The five ReRisk 
typologies of energy 
poverty

Policy implications
Besides producing this rather rough picture of the risk of energy 
poverty in Europe, the ReRisk project has contributed by devel-
oping a methodology that might be very strategic and useful in 
spatial planning at national and subnational level, where there is 
access to more accurate data.

Moreover, for every type of region specific policy implica-
tions were described from different points of view, based on case 
studies, regional surveys and scenarios. Regarding good govern-
ance, the policy implications looked at the possible strengthening 
of ties between national energy policy and regional decision-
making, or at the possible promotion of local and regional energy 
networks. From the viewpoint of spatial planning, the recommen-
dations valued the understanding of spatial dynamics, the coordi-
nation of conflicting land uses, and the use of dynamic concepts 
like ‘urban metabolism’. Environment protection and risk preven-
tion dealt with climate change adaptation measures, while the 
issue of accelerated deployment of renewable energy evaluated 
feasible potentials for renewable energy, and the regional capacity 
to provide strategies and action plans or involve the business 
sector. Finally, regional typology was further specified by looking 
at the possible promotion of energy efficiency. It implied an 
important role for policymaking in raising awareness, mapping of 
potentials, carbon leakage identification, and partnerships with 
the business sector and citizens.
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Velte, D. (2010) Scientific 
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Areas and Rising Energy 
Prices. In: First espon 
2013 Scientific Report.  
The espon 2013 
Programme, Coordination 
Unit. Luxembourg: espon. 
And: ReRisk (2010) 
Regions at Risk of Energy 
Poverty. Applied Research 

2013/1/5. Final report, 
version 5/11 2010. Luxem-
bourg: espon. Available 
from: http://www.espon.
eu/main/Menu_Projects/
Menu_AppliedResearch/
rerisk.html
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Towards a sustainable city:  
Milan province’s strategic plan 
Città di Città 
Alessandro Balducci

The Città di Città project is a strategic planning document 
produced by the Milan province between 2004 and 2009. The 
main aim was to increase quality of life in the Milan metropolitan 
region by introducing a sustainable development model for spatial 
planning. As a dynamic European city, Milan is representative of 
many contemporary cities which face similar challenges in terms of 
delivering sustainable solutions. Dispersed urbanisation is on an 
increase in Europe. As there is no longer a correspondence 
between institutional or administrative borders and the urban 
form, spatial planning is a true challenge for many modern cities 
today. Introducing new, innovative approaches to urban planning 
was a must and a prerequisite for the Città di Città project. 

The spatial transformation of the Milan metropolitan area in 
recent years

Italy has a three tiers system of local governments with regional, 
provincial and municipal levels. The Milan province which 
accounts for about four million inhabitants, is part of the larger 
Lombardy region (about nine million inhabitants) and consists of 
134 smaller municipalities. The municipality of Milan comprises 
about 1.2 million inhabitants.

Opinions differed on the scale of territory to consider for 
tackling the issues faced by the Milan metropolitan region. Some 
drew attention to the increasing interdependency of a growing 
territory in the central part of the Lombardy region.1 The area was 
described as a ‘post-metropolitan’ region, which created new terri-
torial relations. By studying the satellite images of this area from 
1972 and 2004 respectively, it became clear that a widespread  
and ongoing restructuring process is taking place in the territory. 

In 2004, Milan’s central region is linked to both the first and 
second ‘rings’ of communes. Together they form a dense conurba-
tion within which it is almost impossible to recognise municipal 
boundaries. The 1972 satellite image shows that was not the case 
30 years earlier. The 2004 image illustrates another interesting 
phenomenon. The picture does not show the typical sprawl  
effect caused by dispersed and fragmented urbanisation of the 
metropolitan periphery. Instead, new urban formations within the 

region seem to have formed. These are characterised by their own 
form and a significant degree of autonomy, even though they still 
have a visible connection to the central Milan area. Interestingly, 
these new urban formations constitute territories that link Milan 
to other provincial poles. This is clearly visible in the northern part  
of the region where the ‘leaf-shape’ conurbation of the Brianza is  
a very dense area reaching from Milan city’s northern border all 
the way to the far northern provinces of Lecco and Como. 

1. Satellite images 
of Milan’s urban 
region in 1972 and 2004
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Two important aspects can be distilled for the evolution of 
contemporary cities from the 2004 image. Firstly, the urban region 
of Milan reaches far beyond the Milan municipality and even 
beyond the Milan province. This means that in order to fully and 
accurately capture territorial change, the scale to consider 
probably should constitute a region including ten provinces 
belonging to three different institutional regions. Secondly, this 
enlarging urban region is composed of conurbations; the territorial 
form of which is clearly visible from the satellite view. The conur-
bations are more than just the result of a sprawl effect of Milan.

From the metropolitan area to the mega-city region 
This expanded Milan region also maintains strong relations with 
other, more distant cities such as Turin and Genova in the west 
and Brescia and Verona in the east. Milan and its surrounding 
urban areas together form a ‘mega-city region’, a term defined by 
Hall and Pain as “a series of anything between 10 and 50 cities and 
towns, physically separate but functionally networked, clustered 
around one or more larger central cities, and drawing enormous 
economic strength from a new functional division of labour.  
These places exist both as separate entities, in which most 
residents work locally and most workers are local residents,  
and as a parts of a wider functional urban region connected by 
flows of people and information carried along motorways, high-
speed rail lines and telecommunications cables.”2 

These findings were crucial for the design of the Milan 
province strategic plan. To start with, these insights emphasise 
that the Milan province is merely the central part of a much larger 
urban region, which in its turn is part of an even larger mega-city 
region. Additionally, the Milan province is not a coherent territory 
in itself and studying the linear relation between the core city and 
its periphery would not be sufficient. Instead, the Milan province is  
a polycentric region with new territorial aggregations that are 
physically and socially visible and reach well beyond institutional 
municipality borders.

However, this territorial development model is not sustain-
able. With the territory covering a vast area crossing institutional 
borders, many actors are involved in a multiplicity of decision- 
making processes. Controlling and managing these processes and 
aligning spatial planning development is challenging. For instance, 
addressing the issue of urbanisation for such a large territory  
is a complex matter. Urbanisation in the area is increasing at an 
average rate of 690 hectares a year, while land for nature and agri-
culture is decreasing by 187 and 578 hectares a year respectively.

Creative spatial planning strategies are needed to counter this 
development. Rather than introducing new administrative  
structures for a vast metropolitan ‘borderless’ urban region, 
building on existing dynamics, interaction and relationships is the 
way forward. This means taking into account and stimulating 
current and past efforts by political actors, technicians, stake-
holders and civil society, integrating top-down and bottom-up 
initiatives.

Spatial planning for the post-metropolitan urban region
Traditional borders in the Milan urban region are being chal-
lenged: municipal, provincial and regional borders are fading as  
a better understanding of large-scale phenomena such as changes 
in mobility, economic development, pollution and energy supply, 
is pursued at adequate scale levels. With no clearly defined and 
delimited territory, strategic planning in post-metropolitan regions 
like Milan has become a very challenging task. Effective planning 
strategies require that problems of urban change and complex 
governance issues should be considered and addressed 
simultaneously. 

The provincial government elected in June 2004 proposed 
the idea of introducing an elaborate strategic plan for the Milan 
province. This initiative was considered an innovative, proactive 
form of planning. The idea was to launch a governance experiment 
that would lend more strength to the provincial government to 
cooperate with municipalities on sustainable spatial development 
on a large scale, rather than merely imposing decisions. This 
resulted in the development of the Città di Città project.

The strategic project Città di Città
The Milan province undertook numerous initiatives in the context 
of Città di Città. The main aim was to enhance the welfare and  
prosperity of the Milan territory by securing and optimising citizens’ 
well-being and by strengthening the region’s economic competitive-
ness. Neither infrastructure expansion nor major development 
projects were at the core of the project. Instead, the Città di Città 
project strongly postulated that welfare is linked to the region’s 
capacity of achieving a better liveability and set this as its first goal. 
In this respect, the project is both innovative and unique. 

The strong economic development of the past put a consid-
erable strain on the environment and, amongst other things, has 
led to increased traffic congestion and rising pollution. The project 
considered this compromised environment to be the most pressing 
concern for future development. To counter these negative tenden-
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cies and avoid them in the future, Città di Città specifically focused 
on proposals and initiatives that have a positive effect on the 
quality of life of residents and businesses. It aimed to enhance the 
Milan city region as a more comfortable and friendly setting to live 
and work in, with special attention for the preservation of the 
region’s environmental qualities, the prevention of social exclusion 
(by providing adequate housing at affordable prices), and the 
overall provision of services for the dynamic, urban population.

The Città di Città strategy was based on two major pillars: 
the concept of ‘habitability’ and the idea ‘city of cities’. 

— Habitability
The concept of ‘habitability’ in the Città di Città project is a multi-
dimensional notion of liveability. It was introduced to emphasise 
the essence of the sustainable planning process: the importance of 
a wide-ranging social well-being, both for citizens and enterprises. 
For the first time in the history of Milan’s urban development,  
a problem was specified that was considered to affect both citizens 
and enterprises. 

The following aspects of the notion habitability were 
considered and included in the Città di Città strategy:
— Residing: finding stable or temporary housing, making  
a home and participating in public life, being welcomed and 
welcoming others;
— Moving and breathing: ensuring quick and easy movement 
of the travelling public by different means and in different  
directions, providing comfortable waiting spaces for public 
transport, reducing congestion and pollution;
— Space sharing: connecting people in public spaces of 
different types, providing quiet locations for the public to unwind 
as well as vibrant places to meet and have fun, bringing nature 
back into the city and the wider Milan region;
— Making and using culture: promoting culture in various 
places, stimulating institutions to work together with young, 
emerging producers of arts, encouraging creative culture, 
sustaining their networks;
— Promoting a new local welfare: supporting voluntary and 
community actions and practices of solidarity, encouraging citizen 
participation, enhancing social services for the needy;
— Sustaining innovation: attracting new talent, developing  
a policy for human capital, engaging enterprises to respect and 
help protect the territory in which they are located.

— City of cities
The notion of the ‘city of cities’ – from which the project derives its 
name Città di Città – is the second central pillar of the spatial 
development strategy. It expands upon the concept of Milan’s 
urban region being composed of conurbations and looks at the 
intermediate aggregations, which have formed in the urban region 
through spontaneous coalitions and which give rise to new urban 
conditions. These aggregations and coalitions could be interpreted 
as a set of new ‘cities’, which may offer excellent opportunities for 
developing new habitability policies.

Over the past ten years, municipalities from the new  
aggregations have regularly cooperated to deal with intercommunal 
issues and promote new, more significant territorial identities.  
The Città di Città strategic plan is an institutional recognition of 
this effort that identifies these bottom-up initiatives as good 
governance practices at a higher level. 

Encouraging further intermunicipal relations was instru-
mental in introducing the concept of the ‘city of cities’ as an 
essential part of Milan’s strategic planning project. It is a strong 
image to emphasise that the new conurbations in the Milan region 
that are clearly visible on maps are more than a densification of 
urban space. They represent exciting opportunities for voluntary 
cooperation between communes to work together to face 
problems that may be challenging to take on separately, such as 
the protection of the environment, land consumption and the 
provision of complementary services.

2. A city composed by 
various cities
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Bearing in mind the concept of ‘city of cities’, the project has 
promoted both top-down initiatives such as a white paper publica-
tion outlining the vision of the habitable ‘city of cities’ and 
bottom-up efforts from local actors. A call for projects and good 
practices that could contribute to the improvement of habitability in 
the Milan urban region3 met with a huge response from Milanese 
society. Foundations, universities, associations, individual and joint 
communes, non-profit organisations and citizens submitted project 
applications. Some were already under way, others at a proposal 
stage. An amazing 260 entries demonstrated interesting opportuni-
ties to translate the general vision of a more habitable region into 
concrete actions for green mobility, energy saving and sustainable 
energy production, promotion of urban agriculture, green buildings, 
promotion of responsible behaviours and more.

This shows that bringing together actors from various 
sectors of society can help polycentric urban regions to deal better 
with contemporary concerns such as the energy problem. Linking 
the overall vision and approach closely to the daily lives of citizens 
and institutions is imperative for the approach. Given the natural 
fragmentation of mega-city regions, the issue of the unsustainable 
development model can only be successfully addressed by 
involving local actors in the strategic planning process. This close 
involvement will increase overall awareness of the potential 
impact that local decisions can have on a larger scale. Too often, 
the added value that a single local effort or initiative can bring to 
the wider mega-city region is underestimated.

Conclusion
Recent and growing urbanisation of the Milan region has  
challenged the existing administrative borders and the established 
spatial planning practice. Increased sprawl and dispersed urbani-
sation put a strain on today’s energy supplies. Although sectoral 
energy policies are still important, they are insufficient to support  
a development model that is sustainable in terms of energy 
consumption and adequately addresses the ever-increasing 
dependency on energy. Creative, integrated spatial planning strate-
gies and proper responses to energy policies are highly needed. 
These should be based on the spatial and social organisation of 
communities. The involvement of local actors in undertaking inte-
grated actions at different levels is instrumental in the introduction 
of innovative strategies for sustainable energy development in the 
Milan metropolitan region. Bottom-up practices are particularly 
appropriate in this context as they imply population involvement 
and drive behavioural changes.

When establishing innovative spatial planning goals, it is 
important to determine the adequate scale to ensure optimal 
results. In order to achieve this, a complex and heterogeneous 
framework of good practices at the different levels (micro-, 
medium- and macro-scale) is required. Large scale, strategic 
dynamic planning views are particularly necessary today because 
of newly emerging spatial organisations at the regional level that 
reach well beyond established administrative boundaries. 
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Integrated visions at the 
regional scale: a five-step 
approach 
Sven Stremke

It will take decades to adapt the physical environment to  
a changing climate and renewable energy sources. That is why  
we need to construct long-term visions taking into account external 
trends and forces. While spatial planners and landscape architects 
have composed many visions at the regional scale, a joint approach 
would advance long-term thinking in regional planning and design. 
Imaginative, yet realistic, long-term visions for desirable futures may 
be achieved by incorporating the following three modes of change in 
the design process: (a) change due to current, projected trends,  
(b) change due to critical uncertainties, and (c) intended change. 
This contribution proposes a five-step methodological framework 
for the composition of integrated visions. The framework is 
constructed on the basis of existing planning and design approaches, 
and the experiences we had while composing several integrated 
visions.1

Conceptual framework 
Three planning approaches have been of primary interest for the 
research: strategic spatial planning2, design-oriented planning3 and 
a third approach originating from landscape planning4. These 
three methods provide important buildings blocks for planners 
and have been used over the past four years to compose long-term 
visions to reorganise two regions in the Netherlands along energy-
conscious lines. The study aim was to develop substantial and 
procedural knowledge in the form of design principles and 
processes. The project team consisted of architects, urban and 
spatial planners and landscape architects from three Dutch univer-
sities, who collaborated with practitioners, decision-makers and 
stakeholders from the two pilot regions. The emerging approach 
for the construction of integrated visions was also applied in 
graduate student design studios and master’s theses. Whereas the 
literature study provided the key building blocks for the proposed 
methodological framework, the framework was tested and refined 
through case studies and educational activities.

— Scenario studies 
Any proposal for the long-term development of a large territorial 
system faces a great number of uncertainties due to trends and 
forces that are beyond the control of planners and designers. 
Regardless, there is a need to envision a desirable future5 and 
identify actions that can help to reach that future6. Scenario studies 
are a major foundation of long-term spatial planning7. 

1. Conceptual frame-
work for research on 
regional design 
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— Design-oriented planning: the cyclic scenario approach
The objective of design-oriented planning is the spatial organisa-
tion of landscapes. Planners aim to influence the actions of those 
who shape the physical environment by, for example, discussing 
probable futures and desired futures. Design-oriented planning is 
concerned with long-term development at the regional scale8.  
The cyclical approach uses a four-step methodological framework 
leading from the concrete present to the abstract future and back 
to the present again. Because the cyclic scenario approach makes 
explicit reference to both external and normative scenarios it is 
described in more detail below.

1  Analyse the conditions in the study area along with current 
trends, relevant policies and programmes and identify focal issues 
in close collaboration with decision-makers and stakeholders.
2 Develop external scenarios that sketch possible futures for 
the study region based upon the development of technological, 
economical, societal and other trends.
3 Develop normative policy scenarios to explore alternative 
policy strategies and courses of action that will eventually result in 
different futures.
4  Identify short-term and long-term actions in order to 
support policy development. Short-term actions ought to be 
compatible with all scenarios. Actions that appear in all the 
scenarios can become part of a master plan.

The cyclic scenario approach is useful for a number of reasons.  
By focusing on a number of key issues, strategic interventions can 
be identified. Secondly, external and policy scenarios avoid the 
problem of specifically predicting the future, which is appropriate 
in complex situations with a high degree of uncertainty. The  
cyclic scenario approach addresses (a) current, projected trends, 
(b) critical uncertainties and (c) intended change brought about 
through policies. However, the development of external scenarios 
requires substantial resources and special expertise. Employing 
existing context scenarios may be an acceptable alternative.

— Strategic spatial planning: the four-track approach
Strategic planning aims to facilitate creative inquiry and to bridge 
the gap between scenarios and decision-making. It is strategic 
because it is “selective and oriented to issues that really matter”9.  
Its goal is to frame the activities of stakeholders to help achieve 
shared concerns about spatial changes. Sustainable development  
is one of the shared concerns that requires a strategic approach 

using a long-term vision as an alternative to conventional planning, 
which offers a single blueprint to address the critical uncertainties 
and dynamics of large territorial systems. I now elaborate the ‘four-
track approach’10 as an example from strategic spatial planning.

1 Analyse the main processes that shape the environment and 
identify focal issues in close collaboration with local stakeholders.
2 Develop a dynamic, integrated and inspiring long-term vision 
that captures and represents values and meanings for the future.
3 Derive actions from the vision, identifying both short-term 
actions that can help solving present problems and long-term 
actions that can help to reach a desired future.
4 Facilitate the implementation of the actions by creating 
commitment packages. These may entail moral, administrative 
and financial agreements between planners, citizens, the private 
sector and different levels of governance.

Generally speaking, strategic planning literature offers much infor-
mation on who should participate in the envisioning process but 
little information on how to actually compose the vision and give 
shape to the desired future. The value of strategic planning, in 
comparison with its predecessors, is its emphasis on critical uncer-
tainties and implementable actions as two modes of change. 
However, the literature on the four-track approach makes no 
explicit reference to context scenario studies.

— Landscape planning and design: Steinitz’s design framework
Landscape architecture is concerned with the conscious shaping 
of the human environment. It involves the planning, design and 
management of the landscape to create, maintain, protect and 
enhance places so they are functional, beautiful, sustainable 
and appropriate to diverse human and ecological needs11.  
The landscape architect’s activities range from site design  
to regional planning, and the time-scale in which they operate 
from the medium to the long term. Among the different 
approaches to landscape design we have chosen Steinitz’s 
design framework12, which has been applied successfully in 
many regional projects.  
The framework should be iterated three times in any project 
and is organised around the following six questions:
1 Representation. How should the state of the landscape  
be described? The analysis of present conditions includes  
the characteristics of the study area, its boundaries and its 
development over time.



120 121

Polycentric regions  Workshop B Integrated visions at the regional scale: a five-step approach

2 Process. How does the landscape operate in terms of  
functional and structural relationships between the landscape 
elements?
3 Evaluation. Is the current landscape functioning well?  
The state of the landscape is evaluated and any dysfunctions 
identified.
4 Change. How might the landscape be altered; by what 
actions, where and when? At least two types of change should be 
considered in the design process: change using current, projected 
trends and change using implementable design.
5 Impact. What predictable differences might the changes 
cause? The impact of interventions should be identified and 
compared. This phase is based on predictive theory, similar to 
the study of probable futures.
6 Decision. Should the landscape be changed? This phase 
focuses on a comparative evaluation of the impacts of alternative 
changes.

— Building blocks towards an alternative approach
We can now compare these three frameworks that provide 
building blocks for an alternative approach to long-term visions. 
In terms of similarities, all three methods aim to support decision-
making. The first three questions of the design framework corre-
spond to a great extent with the analysis phase of the two planning 
frameworks. The identification of dysfunctions in the design 
framework may be comparable with the selection of focal issues in 
the planning frameworks. The estimation of the impact of alterna-
tive interventions, suggested by Steinitz, is similar to the evaluation 
of policy strategies suggested by the planners. One substantial 
difference between the three frameworks is that Steinitz and 
Albrechts make no explicit reference to the use of external 
scenarios, while design-oriented planning requires context 
scenarios to be developed as part of the planning process.

Based on our research, we suggest adopting a similar 
approach to long-term regional design. In brief, critical  
uncertainties should be integrated in the design process.  
One critical uncertainty is whether globalisation will continue, 
influencing land-use patterns in the study region and consequently 
affecting the development of sustainable energy landscapes.  
The three modes of change that need to be addressed in the design 
process are thus (a) change due to current, projected trends,  
(b) change due to critical uncertainties and (c) intended change.

Methodological framework for integrated visions
We now turn to the question of how to organise the different 
buildings blocks to achieve a coherent approach for the composi-
tion of integrated visions, aiming for both solid analysis of the 
present situation and creativity in designing a place that would not 
otherwise come about. The framework proposed here aims to 
facilitate the composition of imaginative, yet realistic, long-term 
visions at the regional scale. We can do this by integrating near-
future developments, possible far futures and desired change into 
the envisioning process. Those three activities are complemented 
by an analysis of the study region and an evaluation of possible 
interventions. 

The methodological framework is organised around a set  
of five questions, each of which is subject to one step of the  
envisioning process. 

2. Conceptualisation 
of the three modes of 
change relevant for 
long-term visions:  
(a) change due to 
current, projected 
trends, (b) change  
due to critical  
uncertainties, and  
(c) intended change
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The sequence of five steps should be passed through twice. During 
the first cycle, the context and scope of the study are defined, maps 
and data are gathered and stakeholders and decision-makers are 
invited to participate in the study. During the second cycle the 
actual visions are composed. Although the framework consists of 
five consecutive steps, the envisioning process is iterative. It may be 
necessary to return to an earlier step in order to answer all 
questions fully. If necessary, certain steps can be elaborated more 
than others; thus, the framework can be adapted to the time and 
resources available. 

3. Methodological 
framework of the five-
step approach for 
integrated visions
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— A five-step approach to construct integrated visions at the 
regional scale13 

Step 1: analysing present conditions: how does the present region 
function and how can it be evaluated in comparison with other 
regions?
To compose integrated visions, for example for sustainable energy 
transition, both the landscape and the present energy system must 
be analysed and renewable energy potentials should be mapped. 
This analysis is best conducted by a multidisciplinary team 
consisting of planners, designers, thematic experts and experts 
from the study region.

Step 2: mapping near-future developments: how will the region 
change in the near-future?
To answer this question we need to analyse current and projected 
trends and policies and consult key decision-makers in the study 
region to discern, for example, where land is being set aside to 
expand ecological corridors. Near-future developments are 
depicted in a near-future base map. Many of the developments 
illustrated in this map may not yet have left any marks in the  
environment but will influence the long-term development of the 
region.

Step 3: illustrating possible far futures: what kind of possible 
long-term developments (at which location) are expected in the 
study region?
A range of possible far futures can be illustrated with help of 
existing national and regional scenario studies. The more explicit  
a scenario study is, the easier it is to concretise and map possible 
developments. Each scenario storyline is illustrated with the help 
of a scenario base map, composed by experts and verified by local 
stakeholders.

Step 4: composing integrated visions: how can we turn a possible 
future into a desired future?
Integrated visions do not aim to render the one and only ideal 
future; rather they reveal different pathways for reaching a desired 
future. Each vision thus identifies possible interventions under the 
conditions established by the respective scenario. This normative 
step should be conducted in a transdisciplinary manner. 
Workshops and design charettes can facilitate the collaboration 
between experts, decision-makers and stakeholders.
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Step 5: identifying spatial interventions: which possible interven-
tion should be implemented?
Possible spatial interventions need to be identified and listed in  
a comprehensive manner. Tables and reference images are helpful 
in the discussion with decision-makers. Another task is to assess 
the robustness of possible interventions, for instance through a 
comparative analysis of the different visions. An intervention is 
considered robust when it appears in multiple visions. Robust 
interventions can be implemented in the short term because they 
depend less on critical uncertainties. Often, however, less robust 
interventions are necessary to perform a full transition to a desired 
future (such as 100 percent renewable energy use). Both robust 
and less robust interventions need to be considered in decision-
making. If resources permit, interventions can be further examined 
employing methods such as a ‘strategic choice approach’ and 
‘robustness analyses’. 

Conclusion and outlook
The proposed approach allows for the integration of context 
scenarios in the design process, taking into account change due to 
current, projected trends, change due to critical uncertainties and 
intended change. It consists of building blocks from design-
oriented planning, strategic planning and landscape design theory.

The five-step approach can be applied to identify and locate 
possible interventions, to facilitate commitment packages and to 
support the development of strategic policies. The five-step 
approach does not necessarily lead to a spatial plan in the  
conventional sense. Rather, it results in a set of integrated visions, 
and a list of possible interventions. These interventions can be 
illustrated with the help of reference photographs and photomon-
tages. Empirical data such as the relative assimilation of renewable 
energy of each possible intervention can further facilitate 
decision-making.
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Climate change: What role for 
strategic spatial planning?
Jenny Crawford

The workshop ‘Climate change and strategic spatial planning’ 
presents current experiences in addressing climate change issues. 
Both emission reduction and adaptation through strategic 
planning are covered. 

Despite the policy rhetoric about Europe providing 
climate change leadership on a global scale, there is concern that 
the commitment implied is not reflected in either the capacity or 
the content of current strategic spatial planning. Three speakers 
explore the present understanding of climate change impact and 
emerging spatial policy responses. This contribution offers an 
overview of national policies in the United Kingdom, as well as 
regional experiences from Scotland and London1. Pavel Kabat’s 
contribution focuses on complex climate change challenges, 
such as uncertainty. It describes the successful incorporation of 
existing uncertainties in the adaptation strategies in the Nether-
lands. Géza Salamin discusses climate change in Hungary and 
presents a series of new initiatives taken within the context of 
the Hungarian spatial development policy. 

The workshop covers two key areas. The first is the 
current understanding of the possible impact of climate on the 
territory, its functions and structures. It investigates how much 
information must be made available and processed before 
spatial policy responses are defined. The second key area is  
the capacity of spatial planning processes and governance to 
address the complexity of climate change issues. Priorities and 
opportunities for action are the main focal points. The question 
that arises is whether climate change mitigation and adaptation 
drive new decision-making frameworks, new functional 
concepts, new directions in urban form or new governance 
mechanisms, or whether practitioners and policymakers merely 
pay lip-service to the major global challenge, while engaging in 
business as usual.

Introducing mitigation and adaptation policies in the United 
Kingdom

In the United Kingdom, mitigation policy and implementation 
revolve around major investments in renewable energy 
provision and around energy efficiency in the built environ-
ment. The creation of decentralised renewable energy systems, 

with an emphasis on an enhanced role for local authorities and 
the development of smart grids, has been strongly advocated. 
Within this context, some more detailed issues in the mitigation 
debate arise. Our common understanding of energy markets’ 
spatial dimensions is challenged. The extent to which different 
energy markets, e.g. wind energy, energy from waste and bio-
energy can be integrated needs to be examined. At the same 
time, sustainable urban form and transport policies have 
increasingly been the focus of debate.

uk adaptation policies focus on water supply, flood and 
erosion management and on heat and wind management in the 
urban environment. There is a growing emphasis on green 
infrastructures at the micro level, at the neighbourhood level 
and at a wider scale. Considerable investments in climate 
modelling have been made both on a national and regional 
level.

These policies do not yet take full account of the potential 
conflicts between mitigation and adaptation measures. Further 
analysis of the scales at which these conflicts should best be 
resolved and of possible scenarios is required. The close corre-
lation between effective governance structures and adequate 
action is of particular concern in the context of the recent 
abolition of regional level planning in England. Moreover,  
decision-making frameworks are spatially differentiated as  
a result of Britain’s complex system of governance and legisla-
tion. While the Climate Change Act 2008 was adopted in 
England and Wales, the 2009 Climate Change Act sets out  
a different set of targets and approaches for Scotland.

Evidence-based climate change policy
A major body of evidence underpinning the climate change  
decision-making process has come from the uk Climate Impact 
Programme (ukcip) and related research programmes. ukcip 
has been developing national scale probability projections for 
climate change. Funded by central government, the programme 
aimed to tailor its outputs to actual user requirements. One of 
the biggest challenges the programme managers recognised is the 
issue of communication with policy makers. Questions raised 
were how risk-related ideas could be communicated, how risks 
are distributed and managed, who bears which costs, and which 
risk-related decision processes are put in place. The result is  
a burgeoning evidence base and changing approaches to risk 
management.
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— England and Wales
In the last few years spatial planners have faced a torrent of new 
national policies and programmes, with a principal emphasis on 
energy transition and risk management. For England and Wales, 
ambitious targets were set (34 percent reduction in carbon 
emissions by 2020 and 80 percent reduction by 2050). The 
5-yearly carbon budgets that were introduced were an important 
innovation for developing cross-departmental coordination.  
By 2020, 15 percent of the energy used has to be produced from 
renewable sources (compared to 2.25 percent achieved in 2008). 
By 2016, all new residential developments must be built to zero 
carbon standards, with the same requirement for non-residential 
developments by 2019.

The multiplicity of related national plans and strategies 
included: the Low Carbon Transition Plan, the Renewable Energy 
Strategy, the Household Energy Management Strategy, the much-
debated National Policy Statement for Renewable energy and the initi-
ation of a Climate Change Risk Assessment for England and Wales. 

However, the relationship between national policy and 
spatial analysis and policy is under-developed. In this context,  
an important national initiative has been the study “Land Use 
Futures” which was carried out under the auspices of the  
Government Office for Science and several ministries, including  
the Ministry for Communities and Local Government. This 
involved the elaboration of scenarios for future land use change,  
in the context of climate change and globalisation challenges, in 
expert workshops. The scenarios were created along three axes: 
resistance to change, which is a governance and social capacity 
issue, technological adaptation to environmental change and, 
finally, the concentration or dispersal of people and economic 
activity (see figure 1).

The first scenario, ‘Leading the Way’, projected a high level 
of social and institutional adaptation to change and dispersal  
of development. It envisaged that: “Combating climate change 
takes a serious turn in 2014, when scientists unequivocally demon-
strate that even the worst case climate change scenarios envisaged 
in 2011 had been too optimistic”. The resulting transition strategy 
to move the uk towards a low carbon society releases over 1 
million hectares of arable land for forestry and bio-energy produc-
tion and by 2025, bio-energy crops planted on released land and 
former set aside (supported by the Common Agricultural Policy’s 
Bio-energy Fund) cover 900,000 hectares. Carbon rationing leads 
to significant changes in lifestyle, and by 2045, electrical cars are 
mainstream. The average farm size increases from 57 to 500 

hectares, with many farms in the south of England at least  
5000 hectares in size. Biotechnology is the leading economic  
and environmental driver and we live in ‘a green industrial 
landscape’. The uk’s distribution network and its physical infra-
structure have migrated towards the ports and the rejuvenated 
canal systems. With London being under particular environmental 
stress, the 2050 government will build three new towns in northern 
England, southern Scotland, and Wales, which will become engines 
of innovation and economic growth in the new ‘econeering’  
industries. However, the sharp definition between urban and  
rural landscapes will have largely broken down.

In contrast, in the second scenario, entitled ‘Valued Service’, 
envisaged a high spatial concentration of people and economic 
activity combined with low social and institutional resistance to 
change, supported by targeted citizen/consumer education. This 
results in major urban redesign and restructuring, with an 
emphasis on delivering ecosystem services in urban environments. 

The third scenario, ‘Competition Rules’, is based on  
conditions of high social and institutional resistance and low  
adaptation levels. Instead of collaborating to address environ-
mental decline, regions compete vigorously for people and 
business. This results in migration northwards as intensifying 
housing crises and growing environmental risk, especially coastal 
erosion, make the south of England a less popular location.
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The scenarios provide a vivid illustration of major spatial issues 
and drivers facing the uk. However, such issues have still to be 
reflected in the development of national spatial policy. With the 
recent dismantling of regional planning in England, the only 
strategic spatial expression that is currently possible at a relevant 
scale is set out in the London Plan.

— The London Plan 
The London Plan is by far the most highly developed spatial 
strategy in England. The Greater London Authority is in charge 
of strategy ownership and development and can rely on enabling 
legislation that has been in place for ten years. It is linked directly 
and by statute to the London economic strategy, the transport 
strategy and a number of other plans, including those for green 
and blue infrastructure. Meanwhile, the plan itself focuses on 
strategic areas for development. The intensification of develop-
ment around the main transport infrastructure plays a major 
role. However, it has tended to build on a spatial legacy, rather 
than taking into account a spatial assessment of the potential 
impact of climate change.

In terms of climate change mitigation, the London Plan 
focuses on intensified development around public transport 
infrastructure and on the development of decentralised 
renewable energy. However, adaptation policies address design 
features at the site level, rather than at the wider strategic level: 
reducing flood risk through sustainable urban drainage, mini-
mising water use, protecting and enhancing green infrastructure 
and minimising solar gain and heat island effects. 

2. The London Plan 
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— Scotland
In keeping with devolution, Scotland has defined a separate  
set of targets. It sets out to reduce emissions by 80 percent by 
2050 and by 42 percent by 2020. By 2020, it aims to achieve  
a 50 percent increase in electricity from renewable sources and 
a 25 percent increase in forest area (the overall percentage for 
the United Kingdom is about 10 percent). 

3. Strategy of the 
National Planning 
Framework for Scotland

City
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Marine energy potential

Central Scotland Green Network
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Areas for coordinated action

Economic diversification and 
environmental stewardship

The climate change delivery plan and the climate change  
adaptation framework are major strategic initiatives. To 
comply with the Scottish 2009 Climate Change Act, Scotland’s 
first Land Use Strategy was laid before the Scottish Parliament 
on 17 March 2011. The strategy promotes the ecosystem 
approach, the assessment of development capacity and 
addresses issues for future governance. While the study ‘Land 
Use Futures’ is geared towards the development of knowledge, 
Scotland’s land use strategy will have statutory force. 

— The National Planning Framework for Scotland 
In this context, the national planning framework for Scotland is 
highly strategic. It focuses on five city-region areas and on devel-
oping the accessibility and connectivity of those city-regions, both 
at the regional and cross-border level. However, climate change 
issues are largely addressed through strategic appraisals and envi-
ronmental assessments. 

Conclusions
In the uk context, there is uneven movement towards the new 
concepts, frameworks, mechanisms and urban forms needed to 
address mitigation and adaptation. These new approaches have 
potentially been undermined by the loss of strategic planning 
resources at both national and regional levels over the last year. 
However, they are likely to continue to shape the climate change 
policy agenda.

Notes

1. More information on uk 
policy and case study links 
can be found at: www.rtpi.
org.uk/item/2993.
2. Foresight Land Use 
Futures Project (2010) 
Final Project Report. 
London: Government 

Office for Science 
[available at http://www.
bis.gov.uk/assets/bispart-
ners/foresight/docs/
land-use/luf_report/8507-
bis-land_use_futures-web.
pdf , accessed on 26 July 
2011]
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Climate changes spatial planning 
– Netherlands case study
Pavel Kabat  

Precision versus uncertainty
The climate debate is extremely confusing to the general public,  
to climate scientists, as well as to investors, because of uncertainty. 
As the climate is a complex system that is hard to predict, climate 
science cannot present the clear and precise data, nor the exact 
scenarios, that investors prefer to rely on. While uncertainty may 
be the most important obstacle to investment in climate adapta-
tion, convincing evidence, reliable scientific data and a substantive 
policy debate appear to advocate immediate action. 

Within this context, two concepts used to describe climate 
data must be well-understood: accuracy and precision. Climate 
predictions that are highly accurate tend to be very imprecise, e.g.: 
‘Global mean temperature will increase between 1.4° and 5.8°C by 
the end of the century’. Likewise, climate predictions that are very 
precise, e.g. ‘The maximum temperature in Brussels in July 2080 
will increase by 3.7°’, tend to lack accuracy. For information to be 
useful, high-precision accuracy would seem to be the prerequisite. 
In this light, the difficult but inspiring challenge is to adequately 
and strategically invest in climate adaptation (and responsible 
design) under conditions of uncertainty.

Probability and adaptation
While there are very few variables in separate climate parameters, 
such as rainfall or temperature, the existing data shows many 
variants and a wide probability distribution. Instead of building 
dams and other infrastructures based on one central value, they 
can be designed to accommodate the two extremes of the statistics. 
The design will cover the high value of the probability distribution, 
providing both a dam to prevent flooding and sufficient room to 
release water. As this type of design will not attempt to cover the 
entire probability curve, a certain level of risk is considered 
acceptable. 

People have always taken probability into account when 
designing their living environment. Today, climate impact can be 
superimposed on this historical experience. Because of climate 
change, increasing risks and other challenges, probability data will 
continue to change. The distribution will evolve and averages will 
change as scenarios are adjusted. Users, in dialogue with investors, 
will have to decide how to deal with additional risks. 
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Climate adaptation must not be limited by the uncertainty that 
characterises climate scenarios, and investments should be made 
into adaptation as well as mitigation. To this end, a better insight 
into the wider contexts in which adaptation has to take place is 
needed. Adaptation crosscuts sectors, requiring different concerns 
to be taken into account in an integrated way: those related to 
spatial planning, technical regulations, economic priorities, 
adaptive management, risk management, cultural preferences,  
risk psychology, etc.

The Dutch case

— The development of a climate change policy
The interaction between science and political interest triggered  
the definition of a climate change policy in the Netherlands. The 
basic question and shared concern was whether climate change 
was sufficiently taken into account in the planning of investments 
in infrastructure and land use. In 2005, during a parliamentary 
debate about major investments in the Dutch Randstad infra-
structure, a politician referred to the article ‘Climate proofing the 
Netherlands’1, which had recently appeared in Nature, asking  
his colleagues which provisions had been made for checking on 
climate and protecting the areas below sea level. In response to this 
question, a major national conference was held, attended by repre-
sentatives from each level of government and by approximately 
one thousand private sector representatives. The conference led to 
the first national climate proofing strategy, which evolved into the 
Climate Act that was passed in 2007. 

Two large national research programmes were established, 
based on two principles. First of all, climate change should become 
one of the guiding principles for sectoral development and spatial 
planning in the Netherlands and Europe. Secondly, approaches  
to climate change should be based on the integrated insights of 
several sectors. A high degree of synergy and integration is needed 
to implement the climate dimension of different policy lines and 
societal sectors. Spatial planning should be one of the coordinating 
mechanisms, facilitating sectoral cooperation in this field. 

As the climate knowledge infrastructure in the Netherlands 
has a strong sectoral focus, integration remains a challenge. 
Already in 2004, a seven year Dutch National Research 
Programme was established to investigate Climate and Climate 
Related Knowledge Infrastructure, with a budget of €100 million. 
In 2010, the central Government invested €100 million in the 
National Programme ‘Knowledge for Climate’, which sets out to 

investigate feasible ways to adjust or modify the planning of 
investments in infrastructure and land use, to make them more 
robust in view of a changing climate. Over a period of 7 to 8 years, 
€200 million will have been invested in intensive research and 
creating sectoral cooperation.

— Involving business and the private sector
In 2004, the business sector was very hostile towards the climate 
change discourse. Large companies considered it the government’s 
role to legislate for adaption or mitigation strategies, which  
were beyond corporate responsibility. Slowly, however, and as  
a result of national research programmes, climate change became  
a massive new opportunity and a trigger for investment, rather 
than a threat. Today, many companies invest in the building 
sector. Addressing climate change leads to large-scale innovations 
and informal links of cooperation have been established between 
the scientific and the private sector.

Climate proofing in the Netherlands
Climate proofing regional development means finding climate-
friendly solutions with low or zero carbon emissions (mitigation) 
that are also climate-safe and address anticipated stress, such as 
high temperature, flooding or drought (adaptation). Examples 
related to agriculture, the Dutch water sector and river flood 
management are discussed below.

— Agricultural sector
The region between Rotterdam and Utrecht is emblematic for the 
Netherlands: it lies 5 metres below sea level, has been completely 
drained, and is used extensively for agriculture. With 3 cows per 
hectare, the current profit stands at around €500 net per hectare. 
About €300 of this profit is the result of European Common  
Agricultural Policy subsidies. If these subsidies will be eliminated 
with the policy reform by the end of 2013, the land may no longer 
be used for agriculture, but may serve as a flood area. To make this 
possibility a reality, a sound, climate-proof service must be 
generated, to compensate local farmers.

Today, the entire system emits a considerable amount of 
greenhouse gas, including methane, amounting to about 10 tons of 
co2 per hectare. If half of the area is returned to natural develop-
ment, while the other half remains a pasture for cows, the green-
house gas balance will be inverted, and a large carbon sink will be 
created. Today, BP and Shell are trading tons of carbon offsets on 
the stock market, at €25 per ton. A coordinated spatial planning 
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policy could ensure that farmers are paid for every ton of 
carbon they no longer produce, but instead accumulate and 
store on their land, increasing their profit to €800, rather than 
€500 per hectare. To allow farmers to turn their carbon sinks 
into a source of income, the next Common Agricultural Policy 
could include a green service pillar, with new subsidies granted 
for a minimum period of 10 years, replacing the current milk 
and water subsidies.

This newly designed farming system, supported by  
a relatively small subsidy, pursues several objectives in an  
integrated way: milk production, environmental conservation, 
the reduction of greenhouse gases and the provision of excellent 
landscape conditions to manage floods. The system is a typical 
example of investments involving scientists and spatial 
planners, investors and several sectors, cooperating in climate 
proofing. It combines both mitigation and adaptation measures 
by leading to lower greenhouse gas emissions (nitrate/energy)  
as well as to an increased resistance to the effects of climate 
change (flooding).

— Dutch water sector
During the massive flooding in the western part of the Nether-
lands in 1953, 2,000 lives were lost. In response, the 1960 Delta 
Plan introduced high-technology dams, dikes and roads in 
concrete and steel. It was an immediate and necessary answer 
without, however, integrating long term considerations. Today, 
70 percent of the Netherlands’ gdp, or €600 billion, is earned 
in a region that lies 6 metres below sea level.

To monitor the safety of this region and of the system 
built to protect the local economic resources, a government 
decree established a second Delta Commission, reporting 
directly to the Prime Minister. Four of the Delta Commission’s 
eight members were scientists, the others politicians and 
business people. Their task was to offer advice on protecting 
the coast and the entire low-lying part of the Netherlands 
against the consequences of climate change on a 2100–2200 
time scale. As the Commission’s scope extended the safety issue, 
it required a multifunctional approach. The Delta Plan 
produced by the Commission aims to change the country’s 
entire water infrastructure dramatically and make it climate-
proof, based on an annual €1 billion investment. The Plan  
was passed by the Dutch Cabinet in 2010. The funds are 
secured in a law-protected fund, out of politicians’ scope,  
to ensure long-term investments in spatial planning.

Uncertainty was an important factor in the plan. The Nether-
lands have 340 kilometres of sandy beaches. On these beaches,  
18 million m3 of sand is pulled offshore by the sea and has to  
be replaced every year. Projections reveal that, by 2100, the sea 
level may rise between 0.7 and 1.4 metres, a range that represents  
a considerable amount of uncertainty. Because of the urgency  
of the matter, scientists should be working with investors and 
politicians to introduce adaptive management: a set of adapta-
tion measures that are flexible enough to accommodate uncer-
tainty within the specified range. These measures must be robust, 
involve close monitoring of the situation and accommodate the 
integration of new scientific insights. The Delta Plan used the 
common practice of sand replacement as an innovative adapta-
tion measure of ‘building resistance with nature’. In this way,  
the plan is flexible with regards to evolving conditions, societal 
values and increased understanding. It is cost-effective and 
provides opportunities for integrated and multifunctional 
approaches.

— Spatial planning to prevent river flooding
After the 1953 flooding, the Netherlands not only invested heavily 
in sea defence, but also reinforced and built new river dikes, 
sometimes as high as 5 metres. One possible response to the 
current rise in extreme water levels might be a continuous increase 
of the dikes’ height. The spatial planning instrument ‘Room for the 
river’ provides an alternative. This instrument is aimed at creating 
more space for the river, by adapting floodplains, laying back the 
river dikes, developing retention areas and creating new ‘green 
rivers’. These developments involve integrated spatial planning 
issues like safety, nature, recreation, landscape conservation,  
and compensation measures have to be considered for each of  
the issues involved. 

The town of Vlissingen (Zeeland) is, for instance, in grave 
danger of flooding. The embankments will have to be reinforced  
in the next five years. All actors and sectors involved – the Province 
of Zeeland, the local water boards, municipalities, private 
investors, ngo’s, the local population, the Ministry of Water 
Management and Transport – participated in numerous 
workshops to discuss solutions that would integrate two tracks. 
One track is the safety development track, the classic path for 
protection against the sea. The other is the spatial development 
track, involving issues of recreation, tourism, ecology, shipping 
and economy.
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3. Climate changes 
spatial planning

The workshops resulted in a revolutionary concept. Instead of 
protecting the town by building a new dike infrastructure, the 
existing recreation complex would be removed and changed into  
a 4 hectare dune camping site, which, unlike buildings, can be 
flooded if necessary. A new fish nursery would border the camping 
site further inland, followed by a 100 hectare natural area for 
recreation, creating new business. The owner of the original 
complex would be compensated financially by receiving a share in 
the venture. In this concept, which resulted from an understanding  
of spatial planning as the common ground that brings sectors 
together, economic functions are enhanced through spatial 
planning change. 

The main ingredients… (of success?)
To underpin feasible and successful climate adaptation, climate 
scenarios should be user-specific; tailored to meet their particular 
needs. Rather than creating climate adaptation on its own, spatial 
and other strategies and measures of climate adaptation should  
be incorporated in existing (cross)sectoral investment plans.  
As uncertainty is a given, the communication about it should  
be clear, and uncertainties should be incorporated into climate 
change adaptation strategies. Once the climate is no longer  
considered a threat, but an opportunity, innovative adaptation 
solutions can be achieved, revealing opportunities for investment. 
Finally, embracing the principle of co-creation, scientists, policy-
makers and users should communicate continuously to share 
insights and resources and to create value for all involved.

Notes

1. Kabat, P., van Vierssen, 
W., Veraart, J., Vellinga, 
P., Aerts, J. (2005) Climate 
proofing the Netherlands. 
In: Nature, 438, 
November, pp. 283-284.
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Spatial planning and climate 
change challenges in Hungary
Géza Salamin, Tamás Czira

This contribution investigates the impact and challenges of climate 
change and spatial planning in the eastern part of the European 
Union. The main focus is on the Hungarian situation although 
obvious similarities between Hungary and other countries in the 
region are also addressed.

Climate change in Hungary: risks and spatial impacts
Climate change has a diverse impact on different territories. 
Likewise, the sensitivity of territories to climate change also varies. 
The effects of ongoing climate change in Europe are a major 
concern to many. Across Europe there are pertinent examples  
of seemingly long-term climate-driven trends such as growing  
aridification, the threat of desertification in the Mediterranean 
area, increased precipitation in the north and rising sea levels that 
are a significant challenge for seaside communities. While Eastern 
Europe is not affected by the risk of desertification or the rise in sea 
levels, the region is increasingly threatened by weather extremes, 
such as river floods and heat waves.

According to the fourth report of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (ipcc)1, Hungary is one of the countries 
most vulnerable to climate change in Europe. Today, the average 
temperature increase in Hungary is almost one and a half times the 
global rate. 

Hungary lies at the heart of the Carpathian Basin which  
is marked by a humid continental climate with natural extremes  
of hot summers and cold, snowy winters. The summer is charac-
terised by low humidity levels and frequent rain showers as well  
as periods of extreme heat. With predictions suggesting warmer 
summers in the future, the risk of more frequent, more severe and 
longer drought periods – and the associated forest fires and heat 
waves – is very real. At the same time, a considerable increase  
is expected in internal water levels in the plains and flash floods  
in the mountains during the summer season which pose a threat  
to agricultural production. 

Winter rainfall in the Carpathian Basin is increasing  
significantly, mostly because of the southern Mediterranean 
cyclones winter precipitation in the region is coming more from 
rain and less from snow. Although experts believe more extreme 
climate change events will be observed in the future, many are 

already observable today. Local tornados, heavy rainstorms  
and extraordinary rainfalls are cases in point.

The issue of climate change is also of particular concern in 
view of current territorial processes. Built-up areas, for instance, 
are rapidly proliferating in Hungary, with a growth in urban 
sprawl particularly around Budapest. As a result of migration,  
this suburbanisation trend is also gaining momentum in many 
other cities around the country. 

The Hungarian spatial planning system
The Hungarian spatial planning system is rather complex with 
different entities exercising powers at different levels. 

— Two regimes 
Despite considerable efforts at integration, two separate spatial 
planning regimes operate independently of each other in Hungary. 
The first regime focuses on ‘land use’ oriented territorial planning 
and is the main instrument for the regulation of physical space.  
It is characterised by a hierarchical, top-down approach and its 
decisions are legally binding. This regime’s main role is to 
designate the technical infrastructure in the territory and to define 
limitations to land use by protecting territorial resources such as 
ecological networks, soil, landscapes, forests and water resources. 
Land use-oriented spatial planning in Hungary remains rather 
technical and does not take a strategic approach.

The second planning regime is development-oriented and 
focuses more on strategic spatial planning. This system is also 
regulated by law, though its activities are mainly motivated by 
budgetary considerations. It relies on various, mostly eu, funds for 
spatial planning. As this regime is budget-driven and much shaped 
by eu directives, the responsibilities of different territorial levels 
are unclear. In this spatial planning system, climate change is 
fundamentally a ‘horizontal’ issue but is not deeply integrated in 
the spatial planning process. Often, the notion of climate change  
is incorporated in the planning in order to meet the particular 
requirements of eu-funded programmes, rather than out of  
ideological reasons or environmental concern. 

— Mainly a national competence
As Hungary is a highly centralised country, major spatial planning 
decisions are taken at the national level. With nearly everything 
regulated by national sector policies, spatial planning activities at 
the regional and local territorial levels are humble and limited.
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Two important concepts are at the heart of Hungarian spatial 
planning at the national level: the National Spatial Development 
Concept, which is a development-oriented decree, and the 
National Spatial (physical) Plan, which is land use-oriented. 

At a lower level, there are seven regions2 with limited 
competencies and resources in terms of spatial planning develop-
ment. The regions have a delegated board and have occasional 
access to financial resources delegated by the central government, 
such as financial support from the eu Structural Funds for regional 
operational programmes, or for particular sectoral strategies such 
as tourism. To this end, spatial regional development documents 
are prepared. The regions do not have the power to issue 
regulations.

Below this regional level are nineteen counties3. In terms of 
spatial planning development the counties’ competencies and 
efforts are unfortunately often undermined by insufficient 
resources and a lack of tools, yet, it is at this level that land-use 
planning takes place. Even though the county level – as a result of 
the Act of 1990 – is not hierarchically above the municipal level, 
the county land use plans define the national categories for land 
use planning.

The seventeen counties consist of 170 micro-regions. 
Although these regions cannot rely on stable financial resources 
and do not have regulating power, they are an important corner-
stone for cooperation between municipalities. With a highly 
dispersed local government system, this micro-regional level  
facilitates municipal integration. At this level, only budget-driven 
planning takes place.

Hungary’s 3200 local government bodies have a very strong 
legitimacy and are legally independent, although they rely on the 
central government for funding. When it comes to land use regula-
tion, these local municipal governments have exclusive compe-
tence. There are some interesting illustrations of national projects 
that have been blocked at the local level, such as the notorious 
example of a motorway bridge that was never built as the local 
government did not give its consent. 

The local governments’ exclusive land use power is an 
important factor to take into account when addressing the issue of 
climate change. Local governments can be a crucial tool in the 
success of developing and implementing climate change policies. 
Currently, several local governments incorporate climate aspects 
in sectoral plans, although climate change strategies are not an 
integral part of spatial planning today.

In addition, special territories that are of particular national 
importance have been identified in Hungary, for climate change  
or other reasons. The Budapest agglomeration is such a special 
interest territory. It is regulated by a dedicated spatial land use 
plan, as well as by development-oriented strategic documents. 
The Balaton region is another special concern area that requires 
close monitoring and corrective measures to tackle the issue of 
growing urban sprawl and to protect the ecosystem in the region. 
Spatial planning in both areas is coordinated and protected at state 
level with the national parliament approving and authorising 
spatial land use plans. 

Hungarian spatial development initiatives in relation to 
climate change

Although several levels of territorial spatial planning are in place 
in Hungary, most regional and local authorities do not have the 
required competencies or tools to significantly influence territorial 
development or implement long-lasting corrective measures to 
combat climate change. 

1. Special intervention 
areas of Hungarian 
Spatial Development 
Policy 

Balaton 
region

Budapest 
Metropolitan 
Region
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At a national level, however, some inspiring and positive  
initiatives are being taken in this regard through the National 
Spatial Development Policy (nsdp). An important nsdp  
initiative is the establishment of a spatial monitoring and  
evaluation system for the micro-regions, which analyses  
development processes across the country. It includes several 
regional environmental assessment modules including some 
modules exploring climate change. These modules are based  
on climate change vulnerability assessment carried out at the 
micro-regional level.

Secondly, a 4-year development programme (2010-2013) 
for the National Spatial Development Policy was devised  
to prevent adverse effects of climate change. This document is  
a work in progress and is continually evaluated and elaborated. 
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— Climate change vulnerability assessment of Hungarian 
micro-regions

As part of the initiatives sparked by the nsdp, a climate change 
vulnerability assessment4 has been carried out at the micro-
regional level in Hungary. The assessment’s main aim is to  
conduct a comparative analysis of the 174 Hungarian micro-
regions according to five priority themes or risks: droughts  
and aridification, heat waves in cities, forest fires, floods and bio-
diversity loss. For the latter two elements, assessment is ongoing.

The assessment focuses on three aspects to determine  
a micro-region’s climate change vulnerability, i.e. the region’s 
exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity to climate change  
and climate change effects. In terms of identifying exposure indica-
tors, a 30-year climate change scenario5 was taken into account.  
Figure 2 shows that the risk factor for droughts is based on the 
aridity index for exposure and on water management of soils for 
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sensitivity. The adaptive capacity is measured by various complex 
indicators. These combined factors define the probability of areas 
that are most at risk of droughts. The vulnerability map in figure 2 
indicates that the most vulnerable micro-regions are located in the 
east, unfortunately mainly on the most suitable cultivation land of 
Hungary’s eastern Great Plain.

The vulnerability to forest fires is determined by changes in 
flammable numbers (exposure), forest fire risk (sensitivity) and fire 
service capacity (adaptive capability). Figure 3 predicts that 
vulnerability to forest fires will be highest in southern Hungary. 
Fortunately, these areas are scarcely covered by forest. The highest 
risk area is Danube-Tisza interfluves region. With its fire-prone 
forests of pine trees and Hungarian ancient juniper woodlands,  
the number of fire days is expected to increase in the future.

— Development programme to prevent adverse effects of 
climate change

The initial findings of the territorial climate vulnerability assessment 
have contributed to the introduction of the 4-year Regional  
Development Programme (2010-13) to prevent adverse effects of 
climate change in Hungary. The programme’s main goal is to 
continue the territorial climate vulnerability assessment at micro-
region level and to include other relevant climate change issues  
as well as directing extra focus to the special national interest terri-
tories, i.e. the Budapest agglomeration and the Balaton region. 
Additionally, the programme specifically aims at providing sectoral, 
regional and spatial planning support as well as support for the 
climate legislation process. The further development and permanent 
revision of the Hungarian Regional Development Monitoring and 
Assessment System is also a key objective of the 4-year development 
programme. Another important aim of the programme is to identify 
the major research and planning tasks of Hungarian spatial develop-
ment policy for the next few years. These include the evaluation of 
climate change effects on spatial patterns of economy and society 
and the further development of methodology to enhance integration 
of climate change adaptation measures into regional development 
plans. The development programme also intends to enforce climate 
change agreements and considerations in operational programmes 
in preparation of the eu programming period 2014-2020. Addition-
ally, the programme intends to evaluate climate change effects and 
make recommendations for mitigation and adaptation measures in 
five special development regions in Hungary, and to propose 
regional policy legislation concerning climate change impacts from 
the viewpoint of climate change mitigation.

In the five special development regions, the effects of climate 
change are being felt today. As a priority, national spatial 
planning should define and deliver specific solutions and  
guidelines for the following regional issues: 
— The capital city of Budapest and its surroundings are  
particularly vulnerable to an increased frequency of heat waves 
due to a large urban population.
— High risk of droughts and biodiversity loss pose a serious 
threat for the Danube-Tisza interfluves region.
— A popular tourist destination, the Balaton region is also  
a unique and vulnerable wetland region that requires special 
attention and protection.
— Micro-regions with important rivers are extremely  
vulnerable to flash floods.

Tisza region

Danube-Tisza 
interfluve regions

Danube Riverside

Balaton 
region

Budapest 
Metropolitan 
Region

4. Five special  
development regions 
for climate change
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The role of spatial planning in combating climate change
In order to deal successfully with the effects of climate change,  
an integrated approach to spatial planning is needed. The initiative 
of adapting to and combating climate change is not exclusively  
a national level concern, but should come from various sectors  
and from all territory levels. Climate change impact and adaption 
should be an integral part of spatial development.

Secondly, a proactive approach to climate change challenges 
has to be adopted in spatial planning policies. Instead, current 
Hungarian spatial development initiatives are largely reactive.  
The valuable research and assessment work done so far provide 
useful insight into the risks for and vulnerabilities of the 
Hungarian micro-regions. This allows for proactive planning to 
anticipate and mitigate climate change effects through strategic, 
long-term spatial development.

Additionally, sharing knowledge across all boundaries and 
levels is crucial for a better understanding of interaction and 
relations between climate change and spatial planning. 
Not only does awareness need to be raised amongst professionals 
and experts, civil society also needs to be actively involved and 
engaged. In order to achieve measurable and sustainable results, 
capacity building also needs to be promoted and the exchange of 
experiences to be encouraged on a large, multi-level scale.

As part of the 2011 Hungarian eu Council Presidency, 
Hungary is also working on a unique initiative to share valuable 
knowledge by preparing a handbook “Climate-friendly cities and 
towns”. Member States are contributing to this publication by 
providing case studies and good practices of cities and towns 
across the eu. This book is meant as a guideline manual for local 
governments and spatial planners to help them tackle climate 
change challenges at a local level.

Finally, far-reaching cooperation between the different 
levels is needed to effectively address climate change challenges 
and contribute to integrated spatial planning development. As 
mentioned above, the regions have an important role to play in 
this and are responsible for providing sustainable solutions. 
However, most legal, policy and funding instruments are located 
at the national level. This discrepancy requires close collaboration 
and interactive communication between the national, regional and 
sectoral level to coordinate spatial planning policy decisions and 
initiatives. Only through pursuing common priorities across the 
board and incorporating this into the planning system can 
a sustainable spatial policy be realised.

Notes

1. ipcc Fourth Assessment 
Report: Climate Change 
2007 (AR4). Available 
from: http://www.ipcc.ch 
2. The regional level in 
Hungary corresponds with 
the nuts 2 level
3. The county level in 
Hungary corresponds with 
the nuts 3 level
4. The climate change 
vulnerability assessment is 
based on the civas model 
(Climate Impacts Vulnera-
bility Assessment Scheme), 
an objective model of 
climate vulnerability, as 
well as on the eu environ-
mental assessment model 

dpsir (Driver, Pressure, 
State, Impact, Response)
5. The exposure indicators 
for the micro-regions were 
identified based on two 
regional climate models. 
The racmo regional model 
is based on simulations of 
Royal Netherlands Meteor-
ological Institution which 
produced the A2 scenario. 
This scenario predicts that 
by 2100 global carbon 
dioxide levels will have 
increased to 850 ppm, 
which is three times the 
level of the pre-industrial 
era. The remo5.7 regional 
model data are produced 

by the Max Planck Institute 
for Meteorology, 
Hamburg, and provide an 
interesting mid-line 
scenario (scenario A1B) for 
carbon dioxide output and 
economic growth. This 
scenario predicts that by 
2050 global temperatures 
will have increased by three 
degrees Celsius.



Globalisation and 
strategic spatial 
planning

156
Globalisation 
and strategic 
spatial planning 
- introduction
 

166
The Veneto Region’s 
new spatial plan 
and interregional 
cooperation

176
Intersections 
between globalisa-
tion and development: 
Mega-city regions, 
spatial conceptuali-
sation and strategic 
planning

186
On transport and other 
infrastructure knitting 
regions together

Peter Taylor 
Globalisation and 
World Cities (GaWC) 
Research Network, UK

Tiziana Quaglia
European project 
office, Veneto Region, 
Italy

Kathy Pain
University of 
Reading, UK & GaWC 
Research Network

Frank Witlox
Ghent University, 
Belgium & GaWC 
Research Network 

Workshop D



156 157

Polycentric regions  Globalization and strategic spatial planning – introductionWorkshop D

Globalisation and strategic 
spatial planning – introduction
Peter Taylor

The workshop ‘Globalisation and strategic spatial planning’ aims 
to encourage dialogue between researchers studying cities in 
economic globalisation and practitioners developing new models 
of spatial planning within eu contexts.

Four speakers bring different experiences to bear on the 
issue of European spatial planning and the interrelations between 
world cities. This contribution focuses on the key concepts and 
ideas relevant to polycentric regions and is based on recent 
research on cities in globalisation. Tiziana Quaglia presents a case 
study of spatial planning in a single region, whereas Kathy Pain 
and Frank Witlox indicate ways in which practical and theoretical 
planning could be brought together in their respective contribu-
tions on the identification of spatial concepts and mega-city 
regions (Pain) and the examination of world cities in relation to 
transport and logistics (Witlox). 

The key question of the workshop deals with the link 
between the theoretical and practical studies and practices and 
how they can purposively inform each other and help address  
the global challenges that Europe faces in the early 21st century. 
The importance and relevance of globalisation to spatial planning 
and the strategic role of spatial planning for policy manoeuvra-
bility within the constraints of globalisation are central to the 
discussion. The focus is on the multi-nodal mega-city region  
as both a constituent of globalisation and an economic unit of 
spatial planning. 

Understanding ‘global cities’ 
Understanding world cities requires relational data on cities.  
This type of data is typically not captured in statistics. The 
Globalisation and World Cities Research Network (gawc1) 
focuses on and measures intercity relations and studies their  
socio-spatial meaning for globalisation.

To assess how cities are connected to one another in 
contemporary globalisation, gawc has developed an interlocking 
network model2. This model puts city firms at the centre of its 
studies as the network makers or ‘interlockers’ of cities. Firms are 
studied both quantitatively and qualitatively in order to obtain  
a better insight in how cities are linked in global networks.
As no data on ‘real’ workflows between cities are available, data 

on the office networks of large service firms are collected during 
the research to produce ‘estimated’ workflows. Research results 
provide valuable information on measures of city connectivities 
and their hinterworld orientations.

The measures of city connectivities in tables 1 and 2 reflect 
how well a specific European city is integrated in the real city 
network, and the degree of its integration. Using standardised 
variables, these data show where cities are underlinked or over-
linked in relation to the rest of the world city networks. A city is 
overlinked when it has more flows and underlinked when it has 
fewer flows than its counterparts in the network. Being able to 
assess this ranking is important in the context of today’s global 
economy where the power behind economic growth seems to be 
shifting from west to east. Expectations are that cities or city 
networks with strong links to the usa could in the future become 
more oriented to the Asia-Pacific region. gawc monitors these  
changes on a two-year basis.

Table 1 in particular shows the results of a gawc research 
(2008) based on data from 175 firms located throughout European 
cities. It provides information on the top 12 ranking of European 
cities in terms of overall network connectivity and financial services 
connectivity. Without going into detail on each of the cities, it is 
remarkable that Frankfurt appears at the bottom of the overall 
ranking. However, looking closely at the research data demonstrated 

 
1. City network  
connectivity

City
Overall network

connectivity

Overall network 

rank

Financial 

services

connectivity

Financial

services rank

London 1.00 1 1.00 1

Paris 0.78 2 0.79 2

Milan 0.69 3 0.70 4

Madrid 0.65 4 0.70 3

Brussels 0.63 5 0.57 7

Warsaw 0.56 6 0.50 10

Zurich 0.55 7 0.60 6

Amsterdam 0.55 8 0.56 8

Dublin 0.54 9 0.56 9

Rome 0.53 10 0.35 17

Lisbon 0.52 11 0.39 16

Frankfurt 0.50 12 0.61 5
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that if only the 75 financial services firms (exclusively banks and 
insurance companies) were taken into account, Frankfurt would 
move up in the ranking to number five, followed by Geneva, which 
currently does not feature in the overall list and pushing Rome and 
Lisbon out of the top ten. In summary, based on research using the 
interlocking network model, this overview provides interesting insight 
in the European city network and the cities’ integration in that 
network. Taking Brussels as an example, these data show that 
regarding network connectivity it is considered to be the fifth most 
integrated city in Europe, whereas concerning financial services it 
takes seventh place.

The interlocking network model also generates valuable 
information on the links of European cities with Europe and other 
regions. Table 2 shows to what extent the above 12 European 
cities are oriented to their hinterworlds. This is reflected in relation 
to the relative concentration of European, Northern American and 
Asia-Pacific links and translated into positive and negative biases 
within the estimated workflows. A negative number in table 2 
reflects a city is underlinked to a region, whereas a positive number 
shows strong links between a city and a region. It is interesting to 
note that London is underlinked with Europe but has relative 
strong links with the economically rising Asia-Pacific region. 

2. Hinterworld  
orientation

City

Relative 

concentration of 

European links

Relative 

concentration of 

Northern America 

links

Relative 

concentration of 

Pacific Asia links

London -0.01 0.10 1.86

Paris 1.17 -0.06 1.41

Milan 0.80 0.07 0.76

Madrid 1.62 -0.02 0.60

Brussels 2.20 -0.87 0.32

Warsaw 2.67 -1.46 0.02

Zurich 2.27 0.00 -0.20

Amsterdam 0.93 0.53 1.15

Dublin 1.27 -0.09 0.07

Rome 2.14 -0.30 -0.60

Lisbon 2.36 -1.61 -0.57

Frankfurt 1.75 -0.23 2.46

For Brussels, capital of Europe, the opposite is true. It is further-
more remarkable that almost all of the European cities included in 
the research are underlinked with North America. This clearly 
shows that Europe and North America are not strongly linked 
together. The orientation of the European cities to the Asia-Pacific 
region is, a few modest examples set aside, stronger across the 
board, with Frankfurt heading the list. The rapid growth of the 
Asia-Pacific region may reverberate in the European cities that are 
overlinked to it.

It is interesting to derive such information from this theoret-
ical structure, looking at cities as nodes in an intercity network, 
forged by networks of advanced producer services3 provision and 
derived from the cities where people have their offices.

Key issues
Some key issues for spatial planning that arise from this research are 
the discrepancies between the public sector (closely linked to the 
territory) and private sector (globalising rapidly), differences in 
approach of city networks and urban hierarchies, and the conditions 
for cooperation and competition between cities in terms of spatial 
planning. In addition, the relationship between a central city and its 
city-region should be considered. Central cities such as London and 
Paris diffuse economic activities out into their region, while other 
central cities are isolated urban nodes with services concentrated in 
and around the city, but not nothing much else outside these bounda-
ries until the next city. This discrepancy is also referred to as the 
difference between a Jacobs-style polycentric mega-city regional 
process and a polycentric multi-city regional process. In the uk, 
southeast England is an example of the former with London diffusing 
out, while northern England is an example of the latter with multiple 
confined cities, linked by roads but with nothing much in between.
 Figure 3 shows the evolution of twenty German mega-city 
regions and their growth or lack of growth between 2002 and 
2009 with regard to services. This figure shows that Munich is  
a clear example of a rapidly growing central city and surrounding 
region. This trend is also visible in most of the other major cities  
in southwest Germany, but to a much lesser extent in eastern 
Germany and in particular in Berlin where the number of services 
are growing at a significantly slower pace.  
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3. Development in 
German mega-city 
regions: central city 
versus city-region4

Standardised residuals change 

2002-2009

> -4.00 - < -1.99

> -1.99 - < -0.99

> -0.99 - < 0.01

>  0.01 - < 1.00

>  1.00 - < 2.00

>  2.00 - < 4.00

Relational research and data
Using relational data on cities (i.e. data on external relations 
between cities) to define, categorise and rank global cities implies 
focusing on ‘spaces of places’ and ‘spaces of flows’, studying the 
evolution of the informational/network society and considering 
the geographical scales of globalisation.

The significance of geographical scales of globalisation  
can be illustrated by figures 4 to 8. Figures 4 and 5 show the 
connections between the city of Manchester and several other, 
smaller cities in northern England. On a larger scale, figure 6 
demonstrates the city networks in the uk, which still shows strong 
network connectivity links for Manchester, but equally even 
stronger connectivity links for London. When considering the city 
networks in a European context (figure 7) and global context 
(figure 8), it becomes clear that with every scale increase, different 
intercity relations become important. Hence, the perspective and 
geographic scale from which one looks at city connectivity define 
the polycentric structure that is at stake. While the Manchester 
city-region plays an important part in the uk space economy,  
the uk is represented by London at a European scale level. These 
polycentric structures and networks exist at the same time and 
should be integrated.

The coexistence of these nested polycentric structures is the 
context in which questions should be asked about flows at the 
regional level, about hi-tech and aps subsectors within policy, 
about regional capital in a globalising world, about differences in 
regional policy needs and about the eu in globalisation. It is clear 
that regions are very different from one another, as are countries 
and the eu. The interlocking network model helps to define what 
that means in relation to globalisation.



162 163

Polycentric regions  Globalization and strategic spatial planning – introductionWorkshop D

SHAltrincham

Knutsford

Chester

St Helens

Wigan

Leigh

Bolton

Chorley

Blackburn

Accrinton

Bradford

Harrogate

MN

LE
P

LV

4. Manchester mega-
city region as defined 
by multi-locational 
law firms 

Number of Mega-city Law Firms (MCLFs) shared

1

11

BI, Birmingham 

CA, Cambridge

ED, Edinburgh

GL, Glasgow

LE, Leeds

LN, London 

LV, Liverpool 

MN, Manchester 

MK, Milton Keynes

NC Newcastle

NE, Newcastle upon Tyne 

P, Preston

RD, Reading

SH, Sheffield

SO, Southampton

14 APS connections (dyads)

277 APS connections (dyads)

Provincial links

London links

LELE

MNMN

BE

GL ED

NE

AB

MN

LE

NT

CA

LV

BI

LN

SO

MK

RDBRCD

5. (left) Northern 
England’s space 
economy as defined by 
multi-locational law 
firms

6. (right) The UK 
space economy as 
defined by advanced 
producer service firms

MNLV

P

MN

SH

LE

NC

Number of Mega-City Law Firms (MCLFS) shared

1

11

Diameter of city symbols proportional to 

highest network connectivity (LN=1)



164 165

Polycentric regions  Globalization and strategic spatial planning – introductionWorkshop D

7. The European space 
economy as defined by 
advanced producer 
service firms

Notes

8. The world economy  
as defined by advanced 
producer service firms  

1. http://www.lboro.ac.uk/
gawc/
2. Taylor, P.J., Evans,  
D.N. and Pain, K. (2008) 
Application of the Inter-
locking Network Model  
to Mega-City Regions: 

Measuring Polycentricity 
within and beyond City-
Regions. In: Regional 
Studies, 42, pp. 1079–
1093. http://www.lboro.
ac.uk/gawc/rb/rb201.html
3. ‘Advanced producer 

services’ or APS refer to 
services of finance and 
banking, accountancy, law, 
consultancy, advertising, etc.  
4. Courtesy of Anna 
Growe, Dortmund



166 167

Polycentric regions  Workshop D The Veneto Region’s new spatial plan and interregional cooperation

The Veneto Region’s new spatial 
plan and interregional 
cooperation  
Tiziana Quaglia 

The Italian republic’s municipalities, over 8,000 in total, are 
grouped into more than 100 provinces. The provinces make up 
20 regions, with specific legislative powers. These legislative 
powers include environmental, land use and spatial planning 
issues. As such, Italian regional governments establish guide-
lines for territorial governance and for environmental and land-
scape-related matters. Veneto, in north-eastern Italy, is one of 
the nation’s largest regions, with a population of approximately 
5 million people. The region consists of seven cities, including 
Venice, seven provinces and 581 municipalities. This contribu-
tion describes the region’s approach in the spatial planning 
field. It documents how Veneto developed a regional territorial 
plan of coordination and how the region addresses the chal-
lenges brought about by globalisation. 

The region’s involvement in the espon 3.2 Spatial 
Scenarios Project is detailed, offering a wider context to issues 
of territorial governance and spatial planning. Veneto also 
played a leading role in poly.dev, a transregional project 
oriented towards sustainable polycentric development. 
Moreover, the regions in the North of Italy created the Adria Po 
Valley working group, pursuing a better exploitation and valor-
isation of regional territorial capital in a globalising world and 
positioning this northern Italian macro-region as a gateway to 
Europe. These initiatives illustrate how regions develop a coor-
dinated vision on spatial planning and territorial governance.

Legislation for territorial governance 
Regional Law no. 11, of 23 April 2004, defines the overall rules for 
territorial government in the Veneto region and is intended to 
promote and implement sustainable development. Another 
objective is the coordination of regional territorial policies with 
national and European policies. The law sets out to define the 
competences of the local bodies involved and to introduce strategic 
environmental assessments (SEA). Finally, it is oriented towards the 
protection of the region’s historical and cultural heritage, the rural 
landscape and the natural environment. In addition, the Regional 
Government also began to develop a new spatial plan in 2004 

which, in line with Regional Law no. 11, would provide guidelines 
for territorial governance. The spatial plan details the specific roles 
of the region, the provinces and municipalities, each having a stake 
in the Veneto region’s territorial governance. As part of the legally 
defined approval procedure, institutional and social players and 
stakeholders throughout the Veneto region were consulted, 
allowing them to participate in the definition of suitable territorial 
governance instruments. The project cycle, which was characterised 
by considerable organisational complexity, started in 2004 and was 
completed in 2009.

Instruments for territorial governance
Territorial governance in Veneto is carried out at different 
planning levels: regional, provincial and municipal. At a regional 
level, the ‘general’ tools are the spatial plan and the development 
plan, while the ‘specific’ tools are the wide area plans and strategic 
projects. As a rule, all actions are planned by the Region with the 
bottom-up and top-down logic. At the other levels, the main tools 
for spatial planning are the provincial and municipal urban and 
spatial plans. Actions and policies at different levels need to be 
coordinated and be in line with what is specified in the regional 
plan. Each plan provides directives for the lower level planning and 
must follow the rules established by a higher government level. 
Regional governments approve provincial plans and provincial 
governments approve the urban plans created by the municipalities. 

1. The Veneto region
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As Italian regional governments are not only involved in the 
design, but also in the actual implementation of the new regional 
plan tools and methods were defined and a planning agency  
was established. Actions and best practices were inventoried,  
a landscape observatory was founded and an interactive website 
launched. A strategic environmental assessment report was 
prepared, along with a territorial marketing plan that defined 
how the audience would be targeted. Together these initiatives 
provided a framework for the functional structure. Provincial 
territorial plans of coordination, municipal plans of activities 
and plans of intermunicipal territorial assets function as the 
actual instruments for territorial governance on the regional, 
provincial and municipal levels. Together, they form a complex 
structure, allowing for bottom-up as well as top-down strategies, 
all aimed at achieving the shared purpose of implementing the 
regional spatial plan.

The Regional Plan
The resulting Regional Plan (the Regional Territorial Plan of 
Coordination or ptrc) is the main tool for regional governance.  
It offers a valuable link between the strategic long term vision 
and the physical, cultural, social and economic context through 
the analysis of strengths and weaknesses and by identifying terri-
torial opportunities. Moreover, the plan aims to valorise local 
territorial capital and endogenous potentialities.The Regional 

2. Selection of PTRC 
thematic maps: Land 
use, Biodiversity, 
Energy and resources 
and Mobility 

Plan is organised as a collection of themes that are each linked to 
a series of strategic and operational goals. These are translated 
into strategic, targeted actions. Prominent targets include 
improving land use, protecting the environment and biodiversity, 
promoting economic, cultural and social development and 
improving mobility and energy use. The landscape, the city and 
the mountains are cross-cutting thematic threads.

The Regional Plan is formulated in a series of documents:  
a general framework description, an environmental report,  
a definition of the main principles and criteria, a set of maps 
covering each of the themes and, finally, an overview of the 
technical regulations for territorial governance. The maps 
provide visual representations of ten themes: land use, water  
use, biodiversity, energy and resources, mobility, economic 
development and tourism, social and cultural development,  
the mountains and, finally, the city as the engine of the future  
(see figure 2). 

Suggestions made by the EU in this respect are of huge 
importance for the Veneto Region where the existing level of 
development enables integration between Italian and foreign 
regions. The integration of European countries and regions is  
a European priority and the ‘region’ represents the best govern-
ment level with close links between global and local strategic 
planning and concrete spatial and physical reference points. 
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Global challenges and interregional scenarios
The Veneto region is currently facing important global challenges, 
which have created unprecedented problems. Some of these chal-
lenges are the result of external factors, related to globalisation, 
soaring energy prices and climate change. Others, like the ageing 
population and issues related to regional economic development 
are caused by more local developments. As other regions, both in 
Italy and outside, share these concerns and face similar challenges, 
the Regional Plan also aims to link the Veneto region to national 
and European developments. 

The plan integrates the European landscape-related  
directives and is in line with the corridors and the infrastructure 
planned on a European scale. Two of the pan-European railways 
and road corridors and one maritime corridor cross the Veneto 
region. These corridors are of strategic importance and their  
development shapes the region. As such, they have been taken  
into account in the Regional Plan, as have European forecasts, 
European legislation and related issues that have been identified 
across Europe.

Pan-European corridors  
crossing Italy

railway and road corridor

maritime corridors

3. European  
corridors map 

In 2007, to be prepared for the challenges brought about by 
increasing globalisation, the northern Italian regions Emilia 
Romagna, Friuli Venezia Giulia, Lombardia, Piemonte and Veneto, 
and the provinces of Trento and Bolzano, set up an interregional 
cooperation initiative: the Adria Po Valley working group. Their 
aim was to identify a consistent system, boosting the competitive-
ness of the involved regions within the new European scenario, in a 
multi-regional perspective and within the framework of existing 
territorial planning instruments. To this end, they signed the Venice 
Charter, an agreement that aims to create a system of permanent 
cooperation for the coordinated development of the Padana macro 
region. This macro-region covers an area exceeding 120,000 km2 
inhabited by 27 million people, representing more than 54% of 
Italy’s gdp. One of the objectives of the Charter is to administer this 
valuable territory on an interregional scale, as well as to promote 
new processes and models of multilevel governance. Because of their 
close relationship with Mediterranean countries and as a result of 
the accessibility of developing countries such as China and India 
through the Suez Canal, the northern Italian group of regions may 
well become the southern gateway to Europe. 

The Adria Po Valley working group is currently developing  
a coordinated spatial vision for the whole territory based on  
a process of mapping. The working group has already mapped the 
Natura2000 network, the urban systems and the structural 
junctions in northern Italy (see figure 4). These analyses and maps 
which visually represent several characteristics of the involved 
regions have been used as a shared platform in many regional  
spatial plans and development projects. This kind of interregional 
cooperation may be an important lever for improved exploitation 
and valorisation of territorial capital in a globalising world.

The Adria Po Valley working group’s next initiative will focus 
on sustainable land use and on the landscape as a territorial 
resource. The concept of sustainable land use will have to be 
explored and defined. Strategies and policies for sustainability  
will have to be established and relevant parameters and measures 
identified to quantify sustainable land use. Firstly, projects focusing 
on landscape as a territorial resource must explore the idea of the 
landscape itself. Secondly, the coordination of legislation in this field 
is investigated. The focus is also on the classification of landscapes 
and on the policies that must be adopted for successful landscape 
preservation. 

Initiatives like these take the wider context into account, as 
they are aligned with the European landscape directive. At the same 
time, smaller-scale initiatives may provide an important source of 
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4 Adria Po Valley 
common maps: 
Natura2000 network, 
Urban systems and 
Structural junctions

inspiration for interregional projects. Currently, the Adria Po Valley 
working group is preparing the Northern Italian landscapes maps, 
investigating settlement, environment and rural systems. The 
Veneto region’s Landscape Atlas functions as an excellent practical 
example for the Adria Po Valley group’s work in this field.

Spatial scenarios of Europe 
The European Spatial Planning Observation Network (espon) was 
established in support of European spatial development policies and 
aims to analyse and get a better insight into the European territory. 
Its mission is to support territorial cohesion policies through applied 
research carried out to establish solid facts and comparable evidence 
on territorial dynamics in Europe. Global competition requires the 
development of integrated economic groups and cooperation 
between interlinked urban areas. Globalisation also calls for 
polycentric local systems to be set up in a cooperative and competi-
tive manner. Contrary to many other European regions, the differ-
ence between urban and rural areas in the Veneto region is relatively 
small. The region tends to define urban and rural areas one by one, 
which makes Veneto territory difficult to analyse by European  
indicators. On the other hand, the region is seen as a valuable 
polycentric pattern, precisely because of its structure.

Even if European indicators may not always perfectly reflect 
the Italian situation, the baseline scenario defined by the 3.2 espon 
project, offers a good starting point for territorial development in 
the Veneto region. The main objective of this project is to develop 
spatial scenarios that should be prospective and capable of  
prognostics with reference to a ‘laissez-faire’ scenario on themes of 
espon and policy orientations of the European Spatial Develop-
ment Perspective (esdp). On the other hand, the scenarios should 
also be proactive, testing alternative objectives and providing insight 
for recommendations on policy adjustments and changes in eu 
policies that would favour a balanced and polycentric territory  
and territorial cohesion within an enlarged European Union. 

The European spatial scenario for 2030 forecasts  
a concentration of activities in the strong metropolitan areas in  
the economic core of Europe, the so-called Pentagon, as well as  
in less central regions. One of the predicted results of this evolution  
is an expanded concentration of flows and activities along the  
main transport corridors in the direction of important European 
metropolitan growth areas. It shows, furthermore, that the  
characteristics of settlement systems have not changed in terms  
of polycentricity. Moreover, increasing globalisation has affected  
a significant number of industrial regions with low or intermediate 
technologies, exposing them to a risk of declining economic activity. 
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global City

European engine

strong MEGA

potential MEGA

weak MEGA

regional/local city

Severely ageing areas

Migration

High potential for tourism and retirement

Resulting impacts of natural hazards

Recurrent drought and fires
Recurrent floods

Area of concentration of flows and 
activities

low  high

5. Spatial scenarios 
of Europe: Baseline 
scenario 2030

Attraction and polaristaion 
potential of metropolitan areas

Level of polycentricity

Risk of rural marginalisation

low

medium

high

very high

Risk of declining industrial 

activity

medium

high

very high

The European Territorial Cooperation Programme finances projects 
that aim to develop interregional activities, involving regions with 
shared sustainable territorial development strategies. The Veneto 
region is in charge of several projects. The poly.dev project, for 
example, revolves around the polycentricity issue and as a Lead 
Partner in poly.dev, the Veneto region has been coordinating the 
projects activities. poly.dev is aimed at increasing knowledge and 
at developing a common strategy towards principles of sustainable 
polycentric development. It involves concrete experimental applica-
tions within spatial planning policies. The general goals are 
strengthening local institutions’ capacities in spatial planning and in 
the management of territorial development, defining new patterns of 
polycentric spatial planning that are shared at the transnational 
level, applying them and, finally, supporting rational land use and 
sustainable local development. The Veneto Regional Plan has 
acknowledged project results including a new polycentric proposal 
about the Venice-Padua metropolitan area.
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Intersections between 
globalisation and development: 
Mega-city regions, spatial 
conceptualisation and strategic 
planning  
Kathy Pain 

This contribution explores the intersections between economic 
globalisation and strategic spatial planning with a specific focus  
on mega-city regions. By examining the interaction between 
conceptualisation, process and practice, it elaborates on considera-
tions of aps1 inter-city relations and connectivity.

The relevance of connectivity for spatial planning is that  
‘spaces of places’ will become increasingly difficult for us to under-
stand unless we try to decipher and interpret them within the context 
of ‘spaces of flows’. The underlying rationale is that in the process of 
globalisation, geographic scales are not discrete or independent of one 
other. Therefore, understanding development processes of mega-city 
regions requires an understanding of the global functioning of  
a (mega-city) region. This mutual constitution of scales is the basis  
for understanding spatial dynamics and required for more effective 
planning responses. Firstly, some important key concepts on this will 
be presented before moving on to consider how these can decipher the 
mega-city region phenomenon in Europe.

Why does connectivity matter? 
Many years ago, the uk government launched an initiative to 
address major 1970s urban obsolescence. The thinking behind the 
initiative was that places with social and economic problems could 
be greatly improved by transforming their built form and physical 
environment. The policy implementation tools available to 
planners at the time strongly emphasised land-use instruments, 
including development control mechanisms. 

Two challenges emerged in the attempts at forward 
planning. One was the fluctuating political context that determined 
whether plans could go ahead or not, the other was the deficiency 
of physically oriented implementation tools and land use control 
instruments in achieving socioeconomic transformation. Beyond 
these challenges was the frustration that important causes of 
economic problems witnessed on the ground in specific localities, 
clearly did not originate in those areas but elsewhere, outside 

them. It has become increasingly evident that in the latter part of 
the twentieth century, many of the influences on local economic 
growth or decline relate to external, non-local, structural changes. 

The term ‘glocalisation’ emphasises exactly the fact that 
while planners today remain responsible for dealing with problems 
and designing strategies for local areas, they must look outside 
those areas in order to do so effectively. Understanding the  
proliferation of network relations, which confer connectivity  
on places in globalisation, enables planners to better recognise  
the links between what they are doing locally (within a territorially 
‘fixed’ area) and what is happening in other places where they  
need to engage their interest. By merely concentrating on a local  
or regional scale of analysis, planners would not be aware of what 
could be influencing territories constructively, or otherwise, from 
beyond them. 

Conceptual frame
In considering appropriate spatial conceptualisation in the globali-
sation era, the two key focal points to be discussed are the ‘global’ 
and the ‘mega-city region’ scales of interaction. These are explored 
in gawc’s World City Network analysis (wcn)2. However, it is 
equally important to be aware that different geographical scales 
from the global to the local do not operate independently of each 
other. In contemporary globalisation, space can no longer be 
regarded as territorially bounded, but is increasingly defined by  
the new concept of the ‘spaces of flows’3. These new spaces are 
constructed by forms of network organisation in which aps play  
a significant role. They work across borders and intensify relation-
ships between cities. Moreover, global and multiple sub-global 
scales of interaction are increasingly mutually constituted.4  
A new relational conceptualisation of space must therefore  
shape territorial policy, planning and practice, transcending  
the traditional conceptualisation of ‘place’.

gawc research encompasses both quantitative and  
qualitative methodologies in order to understand the way that 
spaces of flows map onto spaces of places, and the way in which 
scales interact. Looking at these connectivities and networks, the 
focus of gawc is on emergent relational spaces. An example is the 
Polynet5 research that applied wcn methods to investigate new 
emerging spaces associated with economic globalisation in 
European mega-city regions. It sheds light on distinctions between 
development processes occurring in different cities and regions 
which could not be identified in the absence of relational and 
connectivity data. The study included eight regions in seven North 
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West European countries comprising an area long regarded as the 
most densely developed and economically vibrant cross-border 
region of the EU. 

The innovative research methodology adopted was the  
adaptation and application of gawc world city network analysis to 
mega-city region analysis. This meant abstraction could be made 
from the conventional ‘spaces of places’ statistical data traditionally 
collected within designated territorial boundaries. The focus now is 
beyond such boundaries in order to find out how extra-territorial 
aps networks at global, European, national and regional scales are 
connecting European regions to the world economy. 

The European mega-city region phenomenon 
The above exercise revealed two development processes at work  
in northwest European mega-city regions: global functional 
expansion and regional sectoral specialisation. The first mega-city 
region process is akin to Jane Jacobs’ notion of regional economic 
expansion led by a vibrant city with strong external business 
relations sparking off localised increasing returns through creative 
economic activity.6 In contemporary globalisation, cities with 
established intensive and extensive cross-border business relations 
are best positioned to generate such a regional expansion process. 
The second mega-city region process is notable for its weaker 
global business relations and its lack of propensity to upgrade  
the economic vibrancy of proximate urban centres.

1. The eight North 
West European regions 
included in the 
Polynet Study

Cities that are active in new forms of international aps trade, as 
opposed to industrial activities with decreasing returns, often have 
a very long history of external relations. In the Polynet research we 
identified a strong presence of Jacobs’ process of economic 
expansion in the region around London, where vibrant networked 
multi-sector aps clusters are emerging in much smaller towns and 
cities. This led to new ways of thinking about the concept of 
regional spatial ‘polycentricity’ which has been associated with 
urban demography and size in European spatial policy7. Although 
London appears to be a monocentric urban formation in terms of 
its size relative to proximate centres in South East England, the 
mega-city region is functionally polycentric when inter-city aps 
network relations are taken into account. 

In comparison, a region such as the Randstad in the Nether-
lands, which is polycentric from a morphological point of view, 
proved to lack the same degree of active functional polycentricity. 
Interview data showed that the Randstad, as well as the Rhine-
Ruhr region in Germany had less developed interaction between 
multiple proximate centres. This finding has important implica-
tions for European policy where territorial development priorities 
– traversing a range of economic, social as well as environmental 
issues – are interlinked with the polycentric development concept. 

South East England and the Randstad compared8

In the South East England mega-city region, both the aps func-
tional configurations and the pattern of daily commuting have  
a western orientation. The most dense aps network connectivity 
and criss-cross commuting extends from the area around 
Cambridge to the north of the region, through Swindon to the 
west and on down to the Crawley-Gatwick area to the south of 
London. Moreover, the inter-city linkages outside London in 
figure 2 show where aps networks are forming multi-sector 
clusters in urban centres such as Reading, Southampton and 
Cambridge, creating city-network linkages both with and 
bypassing London. In comparative terms, the area to the east of 
London is far less well-networked in terms of the density of aps 
activity and commuting. This finding has practical implications for 
uk government policy priorities to support sustainable growth in 
the Thames Gateway and Ashford areas in line with European 
policy guidelines for spatial and economic rebalancing.9

For the Randstad region it is also clear that the aps network 
configuration suggests aps polycentricity outside Amsterdam 
involving multiple proximate centres. However, interview 
evidence revealed that, unlike South East England, the Randstad 
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mega-city region has a less functionally integrated aps network 
structure. Amsterdam is the best globally connected aps centre in 
the region but proximate centres are more sectorally specialised 
than is the case in South East England. There are many Randstad 
cities where businesses might choose to locate, and there is 
evidently a tendency to cluster on a more sectorally specialised 
basis than in South East England. There are also many choices of 
places where people can live and work, resulting in the complex 
travel to work patterns as illustrated in figure 3. Morphological 
polycentricity, which reflects a more balanced regional distribu-
tion of population, creates a great deal of this cross-commuting.  
It generates travel flows that run counter to spatial planning policy 
promoting urban self-containment, particularly with the increase 
in households with more than one economically active member. 
The Randstad has very dense cross-cutting commuting flows  
by car, which presents a major challenge for policy on traffic 
congestion and environmental sustainability. 

Economic development in all the regions studied was 
found to be geographically unbalanced. Furthermore, global aps 
functions are concentrated in one centre in all eight mega-city 
regions. Yet, process distinctions in the degree of (Jacobs’) 
regional economic functional expansion, as is the case for South 
East England and the Randstad, were also noted for all other 
regions, albeit to different degrees. Furthermore, the multi-nodal 
nature of mega-city regions is associated with unsustainable 
commuting patterns irrespective of their degree of aps network 
activity. Since the commuting networks mapped are highly 
complex, they cannot be supported effectively by regional public 
transport systems which tend to be rather slow and often have 
many stopping places. Hub and spoke public transportation 
systems (found in morphologically monocentric urban regions) 
prove to be more cost-effective and efficient.

Spatial planning practice10

Data on the global and European scales of aps inter-city network 
relations point to a Lisbon–esdp policy contradiction: whilst 
European spatial planning policy is concerned with rebalancing 
monocentric urban development to promote territorial cohesion, 
the concentration of global aps functions in mega-city region 
‘global gateway’ cities proves very important for the regional 
economic expansion process in leading competitive sectors of the 
world economy. It confirms the considerable degree of confusion 
among practitioners about this basic contradiction and the tension 
presented between supporting globally competitive gateway cities 

and efforts to redistribute development in order to create  
polycentric urban regions.

The following quotation from the ‘EU Compendium on 
Planning Systems’ illustrates the need to reconceptualise spatial 
relations, including the notion of polycentricity, in contemporary 
globalisation. Spatial planning is defined as “largely a public sector 
function to influence the future spatial distribution of activities.  
It aims to create a more rational territorial organisation of land 
uses and the linkages between them, to balance demands for  
development with the need to protect the environment, and  
to achieve social and economic objectives.”11 

This definition puts spatial planning firmly in the context of 
territorial or material relations and failed to reflect a concurrent 
‘spatial turn’ conceptualisation of space as relational – or func-
tional – in urban geography literature. Recent reference to terms 
such as ‘space shaping’ in European planning literature imply  
a continued emphasis on physical and infrastructural planning 
considerations in spite of the new rhetoric that spatial planning 
means more than this. This view was endorsed by planning  
practitioners interviewed in the Polynet study.

4. The global business 
services relations of 
European cities
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Conclusion
An important question raised by the results of the study is how 
frames of reference for governance and strategic planning which 
support and reproduce emergent mega-city region functional  
geographies can be achieved. 

Moreover, the latest gawc wcn research is showing how 
important the global gateway city role is for repositioning the 
European Union region as a whole in the world, not simply North 
West Europe. The added value is produced by intersections 
between global production networks (GPN) and aps networks 
(wcn) which extend to Europe. In the German Rhine Ruhr 
mega-city region for instance where ‘rust belt’ infrastructure has 
been dismantled for transportation to China, China now exports 
the products from this industrial activity back into Europe. Such 
changes illustrate the very complex interrelationships and global 
cross-border flows that are occurring in global production 
networks. Value is added to such transactions in global cities and 
their mega-city regions which are rapidly expanding in the Asia–
Pacific region, especially China.

These developments demonstrate that, in order to integrate 
city connectivity and the concepts of ‘space of flows’ in strategic 
spatial planning, three infrastructures must be taken into consider-
ation.12 The first concerns business structures, which are very 
important in terms of the global economy. The second concerns 
transportation structures, because it is crucial to take into account 
mobility, both of commodities and people, and to acknowledge 
that face-to-face contact is the most important flow mechanism in 
high-value knowledge transfer. Governance structures are the 
third infrastructure. Although the importance of strategic planning 
seems to be increasing in terms of globalisation (as planning 
largely addresses the territorial composition of places), its engage-
ment with flows associated with the first two forms of infrastruc-
ture is becoming more difficult. Public sector planning which 
should be engaging with strategic spatial and economic issues 
continues to be territorial by nature because planners are 
employees of the state and responsible to specific territorial bodies. 
The ‘groundedness’ of planning was emphasised in the Polynet 
project and this state of affairs reflects the fact that state planning 
regulation limits what planners are empowered to do. Meanwhile, 
planning implementation tools remain grounded in land-use 
control. Thus, it is in the private realm that spaces of flows are 
enacted but planners will increasingly need to pre-empt flow  
developments and think ahead as to how to react and respond 
most efficiently to them.

Planning can support and/or limit development but it does not 
actually produce economic activity in a neo-liberal political 
economy, hence the challenges that planners encounter in 
addressing spaces of flows seem to be political boundaries and 
political timescales as illustrated by recent major uk planning 
policy changes introduced by the new coalition Government.  
From that perspective, the key question to be answered is: How 
can planners achieve frames of governance for strategic planning 
that reproduce emergent functional geographies, which are in fact 
shaping the places they are now responsible for? 
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On transport and other 
infrastructure knitting regions 
together  
Frank Witlox 

Introduction – a scaling issue
This contribution explores how transport, transport links and 
other types of infrastructure knit regions together. Nodes, links and 
relations, which can be considered at a global, regional and local 
scales, play a vital role in this respect. 

At the global scale, relations revolve around investment, trade 
and production. Changes in global values, for example, affect the 
way production systems are organised. Air lanes and maritime 
shipping lanes function as links between gateways and hubs, 
airports and ports. At the regional scale, urban systems and the 
hinterland take centre stage. At this scale, corridors like rail lines, 
highways and canals represent the links, connecting the nodes at this 
level, the cities. Issues related to commuting and the distribution of 
goods represent the transport-related effects at the local level. The 
roads and transit systems accommodating commuting and distribu-
tion connect the vital nodes for employment and commercial activi-
ties. The global, regional and local scales interact. While the focus is 
often on the regional level, with its cities, urban systems and hinter-
land, this level cannot be isolated from the global or the local scale. 
Links identified at these scales may affect the regional scale, and vice 
versa. As a result, the analysis is rather complex.

Another, more traditional way of investigating the scaling issue 
is to examine site and situation, two core concepts in the field of urban 
geography1. These concepts can be integrated in an approach that 
focuses on city centres, surrounded by city-regions. Within this 
conceptual frame, local, regional and global levels interact as well. 
This approach also underscores important aspects related to the site, 
such as its physical characteristics, its infrastructure and its economic 
character. These also play a part on several levels. 

Spatial planning at the regional level: concepts of multicen-
tricity and polycentricity

The literature about regional spatial planning features concepts 
such as multicentricity (the presence of multiple centres) and  
polycentricity (a balanced constellation of a multitude of cities or 
centres). To distinguish between multicentricity and polycentricity, 
the relative importance of the cities or centres must be measured. 

In a morphological approach, the absolute importance or the 
nodality of the centres is identified. Straightforward parameters 
include employment rates and population statistics, which can be 
considered as indicators of a centre’s absolute importance. 
The Globalisation and World Cities Research Network (gawc) 
focuses on relational importance by investigating the centrality of 
cities. The data used here are relational rather than static, hence 
connectivity plays an important role in data collection and 
analysis. While commuting patterns may be an important pointer 
in this respect, a global scale analysis of relations requires other 
flows to be examined as well.

Figure 2 shows how Burger and Meijers initially distinguish 
between multicentricity and polycentricity2. They argue that 
polycentricity, apart from the obvious existence of multiple 
centres, also implies a certain balance in the importance of these 
centres. Opinions differ on how the importance of centres can and 
should be measured. In general, polycentricity is analysed either  
in terms of the absolute importance (the nodality) of centres or  
in terms of the relative importance (the centrality) of the centres. 
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The former approach, referred to as morphological polycentricity, 
relies on static attributes, such as employment and population 
figures, to quantify a city’s importance. Functional polycentricity, 
on the other hand, uses relational data, such as commuting patterns, 
numbers of shopping trips or flows of knowledge.

Polycentricity and flow patterns
In recent research by Hanssens et al.3 the functional polycentricity 
of the mega-city region in central Belgium is assessed, based on 
advanced producer service (aps) transaction links. Rather than 
measuring centrality in terms of connectivity to corporate 
networks of aps firms, the authors focus on the relative impor-
tance of aps provision to large companies. As the data required for 
this type of transaction link analysis are not readily available, 
information on aps procurement had to be collected. Between 7 
June and 22 November 2009, a questionnaire was sent to the 300 
largest Belgium-based companies. They were asked to identify and 
locate their main business partners for accountancy, advertising, 
banking or finance, insurance, law, management consultancy and 
information communication technology. Based on the answers 

Morphologically Monocentric Morphologically Polycentric

Functionally Monocentric  Functionally Polycentric

2. Morphological  
polycentricity versus 
functional poly- 
centricity

from 97 completed surveys, simple diagrams were produced, 
showing a strong concentration of business activities in Brussels, 
where most of the 300 companies in the survey were located. 
These companies placed high importance on proximity, mostly 
relying on other Brussels-based firms. 

In the cartogram, the frame indicates the mega-city region. 
Transaction links between mega-cities are represented by blue arrows, 
while the grey arrows depict transaction links with or between 
Belgian cities outside the mega-city region. The linguistic border 
between the Flemish and the Walloon regions is also indicated. The 
orientation of the arrows corresponds to the direction of the service 
supply (from service city to user city). The borders around the city 
names indicate the presence of intra-city links. The cartogram illus-
trates the links between Brussels and Antwerp, Brussels and Ghent 
and those between Antwerp and Ghent. It also shows that some 
links cross the linguistic border. Similar data are available at both 
the regional and the national scale. At these levels, more cities 
engage in various interactions. The links between major cities and 
smaller scale places like Geel and Turnhout demonstrate the 
concept of connections and flows between several cities.
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Polycentricity and mobility patterns
Is polycentricity, with its implications for mobility and transport,  
a virtuous or a vicious feature? Several sources claim that the 
evolution towards polycentric regions benefits commuting. 
Others, however, claim the opposite. The co-location hypothesis 
postulates that an increase in polycentric regions will lead to  
a closer proximity of work and home. This closer proximity may 
reduce travel distances and commuting, which should benefit 
sustainability. Polycentricity favours the cost-effectiveness and 
competitiveness of mass transport, reducing the reliance on less 
sustainable private transport. Some sources argue that, when 
regions evolve from monocentric into polycentric areas, this may 
lead to a decrease in public transport use, and thus to disinvest-
ment. An effective public transport system requires high volumes 
and a concentration of jobs. Therefore it is easier to establish  
a public transport system that connects monocentric cities.

Polycentricity is considered to be the prime planning tool for 
enhancing cities’ competitiveness, social cohesion and environ-
mental sustainability4. According to Hickman and Banister, 
polycentricity involves more than competitiveness and sustaina-
bility5. Issues of dispersion, mixed land use, size, density, accessi-
bility, design and diversity are at stake, as well as many others.  
The general keywords are networks, nodes and demand. Figure 4 
shows a set of relationships between nodes, networks and demand. 
The demand for the movement of people, freight and information 
is a derived function of a variety of socioeconomic activities. 
Nodes are the locations where movements originate, end or are 
transferred. The concept of nodes varies according to the 
geographical scale being considered, ranging from the local to the 
global. Networks are composed of sets of linkages derived from 
transport infrastructure. Terminals link the nodes and the 
networks, while the flows show how the demand ties into the 
network. Locations connect the demand to the nodes. As such,  
the three keywords intertwine.

Polycentricity in practice
The European civitas initiative helps cities to achieve a more 
sustainable, clean and energy-efficient urban transport system by 
implementing and evaluating an ambitious, integrated set of tech-
nological and policy-based measures. Eight measure categories 
have been identified as the basic building blocks of an integrated 
strategy: clean fuel and vehicles, integrated pricing policies, a less 
car-intensive lifestyle, collective passenger transport, restriction of 
access, transport of urban goods, soft measures and transport 

management. Each civitas city chooses an appropriate set of 
measures from those building blocks and combines them to form 
integrated solutions for clean urban transport in cities. In addition, 
it puts in place the appropriate planning framework, ensures 
political involvement and support and establishes the necessary 
partnerships to ensure delivery of the plans. 

The aim is to create a vision for the development of a multi-
modal transport system that integrates all geographical scales, 
from the global to the local. With the development of the new 
modal and intermodal infrastructures, urban regions are increas-
ingly gaining access to the international market. Several parame-
ters of regional transportation have been transformed or at least 
significantly modified. Figure 5 represents the regulation of 
movements for a corridor within a multimodal transportation 
system. The system is composed of a set of competing hub centres 
where regional and local transportation networks converge.  
The regulation of flows is coordinated at the local level by distribu-
tion centres, commonly composed of a single transport terminal. 
At the global level, it is coordinated by articulation points 
composed of major transport terminals and related activities. 
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Modal and intermodal functions can converge in any of the  
articulation points, particularly if the articulation point is the 
interface between several modes. The regional multimodal 
network converges at major articulation points, allowing linkages 
with the international transportation system through transport 
interfaces.

Conclusion
Spatial planning requires a sensible integration and implementa-
tion of different policy domains at the regional level. A continuous 
monitoring system is needed to evaluate the success of the imple-
mentation and if it is found to be off course, the authorities must 
be prepared to intervene and take the necessary measures before 
programme completion. 

Sensible integration refers to the involvement of various 
sectors such as housing and mobility, several scales and different 

AR
TI

CU
LA

TI
ON

 P
OI

NT
S 

 
DI
ST

RI
BU

TI
ON

 C
EN

TR
ES

Na
ti

on
 

  
  

  
Re

gi
on

 
  

  
 L

oc
al

it
y

TERMINALS
Trans-shipment

Handling

FLOWS
Modal Function

Intermodal Function

Competition / Cooperation

Maritime / Land interface

5. The multi modal  
transport system

objectives. Focusing on transport means investigating the location 
of people, their homes, their work and commuting patterns and 
many other aspects. Planning specialists from all these fields 
should interact, taking into account each geographical scale. 
Furthermore, smart, innovative models should not only aim for 
sustainability but also for liveability. Rather than project 50 years 
ahead, models must also focus on the present and the near future.

As good planning practices require the support and coopera-
tion of all stakeholders and key players, these should be involved 
before the final project stages in order to exploit the benefits of 
bundling. They should also be provided with sufficient time to 
evaluate proposals and formulate their feedback. However, 
involving many parties from the first stages may have a stifling 
effect. The challenge is to develop a lean, efficient and effective 
decision-making process.
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Discussion

This final part of the book contains the debate summaries of the 
expert meeting ‘Global challenges in polycentric regions. What 
role for strategic spatial planning?’. The summaries highlight  
the experts’ common call for a more effective approach to 
strategic spatial planning. It is a selective representation of  
the meeting’s main discussion points and objectives.  It also  
puts the presentations in context and invites readers to further 
explore the essays included in this book.

The morning session summaries focus on the key issue  
of identifying a meaningful role for regional spatial planning  
in the early 21st century from the perspective of territorial 
governance. The subsidiarity principle, external relationships 
that increasingly make their mark on territorial development, 
and administrative changes that strengthen decentralisation by 
delegating more rights and responsibilities to local levels, are 
interesting trends that determine the new conditions of multi-
actor and multi-level governance. In particular, the region’s role 
is discussed in relation to both local (municipal, district or 
provincial) and higher (national or European) policy levels. 

The afternoon workshops are recapitulated in ‘temporary’ 
conclusions as later presented by the respective chairs during the 
final round table. They each highlight specific aspects of the  
challenging task of developing productive relationships between 
spatial planning and global challenges. To conclude, this book 
revisits the key question posed by Peter Shön, the meeting’s 
moderator and round table chairman, about Europe’s role in 
regional spatial planning, thereby referring to the EU concept  
of territorial cohesion.

Polycentric regions facing global challenges 
A role for strategic spatial planning 
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Territorial governance Stockholm region

In the Stockholm region, spatial planning strategies  
are an integral part of regional planning and overall 
development processes. Sweden takes a holistic 
approach to regional development, which is marked by 
spatial planning strategies with a strong focus on 
polycentric development. The emphasis of the planning 
process is on execution rather than the drafting of 
spatial plans. While the Stockholm region is autono-
mous with regard to spatial development, it may not 
always have the necessary resources for the implemen-
tation of spatial projects. However, consensual 
planning is a widely used practice in Sweden and 
regions typically implement their planning objectives 
in cooperation with other levels. In fact, as the 
Stockholm region continues to grow, issues such as a 
rapid population increase and the impact of climate 
change can only be successfully addressed by careful 
planning and efficient implementation through cooper-
ation between different levels. The region plays an 
important role in this, coordinating and negotiating 
priorities with the State and acting as a coordinating 
body between the State and municipalities.

Sweden has no national spatial planning framework, 
although it has a national investment planning system 
that deals with transport infrastructure. Plans for 
roads and railways are developed in cooperation with 
the relevant region and municipalities. Although major 
infrastructure projects are typically funded by state 
money, it is virtually impossible for the State to push 
projects through without regional consent. At the more 
local level, a similar approach to spatial planning and 
consensual implementation exists. Regions build 
strong cooperation relationships with municipalities 
and various local actors and stakeholders to execute 
spatial development projects. To strengthen this local 
cooperation, Action Programmes are developed to 
reach out to and engage even more stakeholders and 
support the implementation process.

Lyons inter-SCOT area 

France’s spatial planning framework has developed into  
a flexible hierarchy with a ‘nested’ open territorial coop-
eration system that operates at different spatial levels. As 
the scale of plans and projects does not by definition 
coincide with administrative or institutional scales, 
France tends to take a functional approach to spatial 
development, rather than an administrative one. 

In legal terms, planning authorities at every level need to 
comply with higher policy level planning objectives. For 
instance, when the state expresses major concerns and 
development projects, this should be taken into account at 
the SCOT or DTA planning level (local level).  In this sense, 
national and regional planning levels play a significant role 
in the elaboration of local spatial development. However, 
the SCOT and inter-SCOT planning levels are considered 
to be the most important platform for reflection on the 
territory’s future. They express a political agreement based 
on analyses, which is translated in a shared spatial vision 
that transcends municipal interests and limits through an 
exchange process. The vision set at the SCOT level must be 
taken into account at the more local level (by the municipal 
or intermunicipal cooperative structures) in the PLU.

The real challenge remains how to translate these devel-
opment visions into real, effective implementation tools 
and how to monitor whether objectives are respected at 
the most local level. Lower planning levels implement 
the higher-level objectives by using their own policy 
instruments. For example, the local level can contribute 
to the State’s efforts on climate change by using spatial 
planning tools such as the location of development areas, 
by minimising urban sprawl, developing efficient 
transport systems, or through other policies such their 
Local Agenda 21. Local plans and especially PLUs 
should also be the operational tools to implement the 
SCOT by making appropriate regulations for urban 
development. Many SCOTs include guidelines for the 
local level explaining how its objectives should be taken 
into account. Up to now, however, a qualitative transi-
tion from vision to action very much seems to depend on 
the willingness and ability of municipal politicians and 
how they incorporate higher level goals in urban policies.

Greater Stuttgart Region

In the Greater Stuttgart Region, specific competences are 
defined at the regional level with a focus on a selection of 
large-scale issues such as the development of transport, 
economy and landscape. Regional planning is an integral 
part of spatial planning: the Regional Plan is a spatial 
plan that translates these issues in a future vision. The 
Traffic Plan is a specific section of the Regional Plan, 
which is developed in a separate process. By linking 
spatial planning to transport planning (and operation) 
the Verband Region Stuttgart is well equipped.

The regional approach integrates planning with 
processing. The Verband Region Stuttgart developed a 
project approach that includes an option for 
co-financing to support plan implementation. It involves 
different policy levels (higher and lower) and private 
partners. The realisation of this ‘joining forces approach’ 
remains a complicated and challenging task. In order to 
convince both the Parliament and all 179 mayors, it was 
necessary to showcase some projects demonstrating the 
benefits and continuing importance of joining forces. 
One of those projects is the Landscape project. While, in 
the past, the Verband Region Stuttgart was only able to 
plan the ‘Landscape Park’, a legal amendment has 
enabled the region to invest in specific projects along 
with local authority partners. Since 2005, the Region has 
been very involved in the step-by-step realisation of the 
landscape structure.

Polycentric regions facing global challenges 
A role for strategic spatial planning 
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Demographic change and spatial planning 

workshop A 

chair Bernhard Müller

Multifaceted and complex issue for spatial policy

Challenges related to shrinking, migration and ageing 
require solid solutions from spatial planning policies. 
These demographic evolutions influence the housing 
markets as well as the demands for public infrastructure, 
technical infrastructure and transportation networks. In 
various European countries and regions, spatial policies 
related to population growth/decline and migration are 
developed at a national or regional level, whereas ageing 
is mostly treated as a local issue. The challenges of ageing 
are rarely covered in national or regional spatial 
planning, even though it seems appropriate to examine 
the local effects of ageing at higher policy levels. 

When integrating demographic change into spatial 
policy, it is key to not jump to hasty conclusions. It is 
important to try and define the cause and effect relation-
ship as the link between economic and demographic 
changes is a ‘chicken and egg’ situation: does population 
decline cause economic decline or does a downward 
economy prompt people to migrate to other areas? Also, 
trends should not be overgeneralised. What may seem 
like an obvious pattern on the large scale can look very 
different at a detailed level. A high correlation between 
demography and the rural-urban divide or the economic 
divide, for instance, may become a very heterogeneous 
pattern of shrinking communities that exist side by side 
with growing ones. Further research is needed to deal 
with the complexity of demographic change, in order to 
clarify such indicators and the links between them. 

Planning strategies for shrinking regions

While depopulation (shrinkage) is not a new phenom-
enon as such, it seems a new topic to many policy makers 
who are finding it difficult to approach and develop 
effective strategies for. In general, strategies for declining 
regions address issues such as the quality of housing, 
improvement of services, higher education and the acces-
sibility to jobs. The focus is on providing and main-
taining services as a strategy for growth and economic 
recovery. However, with the present economic situation, 
it may be more effective to develop solutions that do 
more with less, even if they look more complex at first 

sight. Strategies such as improving accessibility to 
existing services and ‘urban-hinterland cooperation’, 
which seek innovative interaction and partnerships 
between growing and shrinking areas, are interesting 
alternatives to strategies of ‘decentralised concentration’ 
that focus on smaller municipalities providing more 
service functions. In Germany, similar new lines of 
thought resulted in development programmes at the 
different policy levels that stimulate local communities 
to establish place-based strategies for spatial problems 
related to demographic trends. As these strategies are 
inclusive and ‘closer to home’ they may be more suitable 
to deal with the specific challenges of places, budgets and 
local potential for economic flows.

Involving politicians

A first key step in raising awareness of the impact of 
demographic challenges and influencing the political 
mind-set towards action is to replace ad-hoc pragmatism 
with careful analyses and clear guidelines. It is impera-
tive that the relevant levels of governance are regularly 
presented with the relevant statistics and information, 
which they should analyse, update and communicate to 
policymakers at all relevant levels. Rethinking and rede-
fining traditional concepts such as the metropolitan area, 
rural and remote area, is also needed to effectively 
include the territorial interdependencies of demography 
in policy. Finally, the importance of priority setting, a 
differentiated approach and innovative cooperation 
should be emphasised to show that demographic trends 
do not always have negative effects. Instead, integrated 
and place-based approaches can shed new light on 
seemingly ‘problematic’ issues such as shrinkage and 
ageing and present them as interesting opportunities for 
regional development.

Unanswered question

When considering population decline, an old question 
surfaces: should European policies focus on strength-
ening lagging regions or on strengthening the economic 
power of growth regions? In polycentric regions, 
answers are sought in supporting (economic) develop-
ment in regions with the best growth potential and 

developing strategies that leverage economic strength to 
support shrinking regions. The end result should be 
increased economic performance of the entire area.  
At European level this could mean strengthening the 
position of the two world cities London and Paris, and 
using them as engines of growth for  the economic 
performance of Europe as a whole. However, the  
effectiveness and suitability of such strategies are being 
questioned for countries like Ireland, with a ‘tundra’ 
level of population density (outside of the Greater 
Dublin Area), and in the absence of a hierarchy of cities 
in the 200,000 to 500,000 population settlement size 
range. For these regions, some suggest that in the context 
of a globalising world, alternative spatial policy strate-
gies such as Centripetal Agglomeration or ‘Lumpiness’ 
should be adapted.

Polycentric regions facing global challenges 
A role for strategic spatial planning 
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Energy supply and spatial planning

workshop B

chair Ole Damsgaard

Energy supply is a spatial planning issue 

Regions are different in natural features, land use, 
administrative structures, planning tradition, etc. 
Therefore, their vulnerability to increases in the price of 
energy differs greatly. Some regions have the potential to 
switch to other modes of energy consumption but others 
do not (yet). As a consequence, regional strategies to 
address energy scarcity should be very specific and devel-
oping them is a task for spatial planners. General strate-
gies that address the energy question will need to be 
tweaked to incorporate regional characteristics. Addi-
tionally, current restrictions on the development of 
renewable energy sources such as biomass and windmills 
will need to be re-thought to take into account the 
impacts on the quality of life and landscape. Through 
creative thought leadership, spatial planners and 
designers have the potential to be advocates of the major 
social change that is required.

Importance of the spatial structure

Spatial structure plays a crucial role in energy supply and 
consumption. Before considering change it is necessary 
to acknowledge the existing spatial structure and the 
social reality it reflects. Urban sprawl, for instance, 
although an unsustainable development model, is  
a given for many European regions. Unfortunately, not 
all regions have effective spatial planning systems to 
cope with urban sprawl. To promote energy efficiency 
and to achieve energy transition in these built-up areas, 
dealing with individual buildings is not enough. Effective 
energy strategies need to be developed for entire urban 
areas or regional subsystems. This means dealing with 
conflicting land use interests, complex administrative 
structures, involvement of communal planning and 
more. The effectiveness of new strategies for energy 
supply also depends on the settlement pattern and the 
capacity for production or consumption it represents. 
The District Heating System as developed in the 
Stockholm region, for instance, is a network of biofuel 
terminals for which the critical mass may not be found in 
regions with a dispersed settlement pattern. Secondly,  
the potential influence of the spatial organisation of 
energy supply on spatial structure development should 

be investigated. As a steering mechanism, energy supply 
can favour some places in respect to others in view of 
future settlement and activity. As such it may have the 
capacity to steer towards more compact development 
models, whether monocentric or polycentric.

The need for good governance 

Energy policy is often seen as a national matter, with 
spatial planning taking place at a lower level. This 
implies that regions need strong governance to adapt 
and influence national policy and, possibly, vice versa. 
Well thought-out spatial strategies are needed to bridge 
the gap between policy goals defined at national level on 
the one hand, and planning issues determined by local 
policy or interests on the other hand. Such ‘bridging’ 
spatial strategies could, for instance, greatly help the 
implementation of a renewable energy policy. In 
addition, sectoral energy policies are considered insuffi-
cient, which in turn underpins the surplus value of cross-
cutting spatial planning strategies. Moreover, energy 
supply is seen as a new creative economy, which 
generates new questions regarding the ability to govern 
it. It involves matching top-down approaches with 
bottom-up practices and integrated initiatives. In this 
context, governance and partnership play a central role 
for integrating the ‘normal behaviours’ of political 
actors, technicians, stakeholders and citizens in order to 
increase involvement and policy effectiveness.

Involving the right actors at the right time

Transforming an entire area from dependency on fossil 
energy to more varied energy supplies, including renewa-
bles, is a long process.  Covering energy demands needs 
to become multi-modal and many different actors 
should be involved in different phases of the planning 
process, which is complicated and long term. Methodo-
logical approaches should be advanced in spatial 
planning to enable the development of common visions 
and to align short-term actions with longer-term projects 
for realisation.

Polycentric regions facing global challenges 
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Climate change and spatial planning

workshop C

 chair Jenny Crawford

Tools for uncertainty

When considering climate change, strategic planners are 
confronted with multiple levels and dimensions of uncer-
tainty. Climate science is to a great extent unpredictable; 
at a policy level there is also uncertainty about policy 
frameworks, competencies and governance relationships 
as climate change is a relatively new, crosscutting and 
overarching issue. While this uncertainty may be the 
most important obstacle to invest in climate adaptation, 
convincing  evidence, reliable scientific data and a broad 
policy debate suggest immediate action is required. It has 
resulted in an interesting discussion about the potential 
for new tools to respond to this new and rapidly 
changing reality. These new tools include scenario-
building and vulnerability assessments, which raise 
issues of adaptive capacity and territorial diversity, both 
key challenges for analysis in Europe. Climate scenarios 
support improved communication on possible alterna-
tive outcomes of uncertain issues and their mutual inter-
action. They should be user-specific; tailored to meet 
particular needs. An example of such tailored approach 
are scenarios to discuss a region’s adaptive capacity 
based on economic resources and structures in relation 
to resistance to change - which is a governance and social 
capacity issue – or to issues of technological adaptation 
to environmental change.

Principles of emerging spatial responses

Analysis and communication tools enable stakeholders 
to discuss and illustrate climate change issues. These 
issues should also be reflected in the development of 
spatial policy. In terms of climate adaptation, spatial 
planners explore strategies that aim to incorporate 
uncertainty. A recurring principle in these explorations is 
the incorporation of climate change into the risk assess-
ments of investment. Another principle concerns flexi-
bility. Flexible regional responses and spatial strategies 
make it possible to control the level of risk and to be 
adaptive. Additionally, climate change is increasingly 
considered as a trigger for investment. This principle 
concurs with the equally important principle of co- 

creation. Planners can play a meaningful role in developing 
a continuous dialogue with all sectors, policy-makers 
and the science community, in order to share insights 
and resources and to create value for all involved. 
These partnerships also support the creation of new 
markets for concepts like ecosystem services, carbon 
capture, flood management, as well as for renewable 
energy. These new markets could become key aspects 
of territorial functionality and will transform the 
territory considerably.  

Mainstreaming: an important keyword

Climate change is often perceived as a threat and is  
a highly emotional issue. In order to achieve a greater 
level of rationality in policy debates – for instance by 
introducing policy responses proportionate to the risk 
– it is sensible to mainstream climate change risk. 
Firstly, as uncertainty is a given, communication about 
climate change calls for clarity. Long-term risk analysis 
should be mainstreamed with other risk assessments 
and debates should not be dominated by micro- 
uncertainties (an issue many socioeconomic sectors are 
in fact facing). Once the climate is no longer considered 
a threat, innovative adaptation solutions can be 
achieved, revealing opportunities for investment and 
making climate change an integral part of investment 
culture. Spatial and other strategies of climate  
adaptation should be incorporated in plans for infra-
structure investment. In addition, climate adaptation 
should become a trigger for innovation in any sector 
and – as climate change seems to be gaining legacy in 
policymaking and investment culture by economic 
reasoning – its money making potential should be 
continued to pointed out. With time, it should become 
everyday terminology and instead of referring to it  
as ‘adaptation’, terms like ‘rehabilitation plans’, ‘retro-
fitting plans’, ‘the liveability of cities’ will be used. 
Therefore, apart from discussing risks, it is key to main-
stream climate-proofing.

Proactive governance

Climate change impact and adaption should become 
an integral part of proactive spatial development 
planning. Today, research and assessments already 
provide useful insight into risks and vulnerabilities 
that would allow proactive planning to anticipate 
and mitigate climate change effects through strategic, 
long-term spatial development. Current spatial devel-
opment initiatives, however, are largely reactive. In 
addition, the relationship between national or 
regional climate change policy and spatial analysis 
and policy is underdeveloped. It epitomises the lack 
of capacity of spatial planning processes and govern-
ance to address the complexity of climate change. 
Adapting to climate change is a concern that should 
come from a variety of sectors and from all policy 
levels. Regions should coordinate the different 
policies within their own territory. To what extent 
can the planning system support and regulate this 
kind of cooperation? In fact, today many instruments 
and systems already exist that can be applied when 
the right networks are created.
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Globalisation and spatial planning

workshop D

chair Peter Taylor

Changing concepts of space

The way in which people think of space, how space is 
being used and constructed, has changed with globali-
sation. Before, spatial issues were mainly ‘territorial-
ised’ around the notion of the nation-state. 
Globalisation introduced a multitude of interrelated 
spatial scales. Moreover, the size of places is being 
matched, in some cases even overwhelmed, by spaces 
of flows. This adds a degree of complexity in contem-
porary spatial thinking and raises questions about 
traditional boundaries, interconnectivity, interdepend-
ency, etc. In policymaking, it shifts the emphasis from 
government to governance since cooperation at lower 
scales may generate competitive advantages at higher 
scales as a result of globalisation.

Spatial planning versus flows 

Research on globalisation essentially shows a set of rela-
tional rather than territorial patterns, operating across 
various parts of Europe. Logistics, transport and other 
flow-related interactions between places – such as 
production chains and knowledge building – clearly go 
beyond the control of spatial planners in many ways. It is 
unclear how to ground these flows at regional level and 
questions arise whether global developments override 
planning policy. However, adequate economic and 
spatial planning would make it possible to support the 
development of ‘regional gateway’ cities, to create more 
of the Jacobs’ process outside a core city (by diffusing 
economic activity) or to increase connectivity. Although 
different views on effective regional strategies exist 
among planning practitioners, spatial planners cannot 
adopt a business as usual attitude and a single focus on 
material relations. Planning for a qualitative environ-
ment is something planners have been doing for centuries 
and today, in a global network society, flows matter for 
the quality of places. Every successful city to date has 
been strongly cosmopolitan. While network connectivity 
can be both positive and negative, depending on the 
relations and the nature of these relations, it seems clear 
that a city’s success as a knowledge or economic node is 
based on both strong internal and external interaction 
and network advantages. 

A need for relational data 

Today, it is unclear what the importance is of flows in 
cities compared to other issues that also need policy 
intervention. Where are the decisions being made about 
what happens in a city? What flows should be looked at? 
Work and employment creation are of crucial impor-
tance to regions, yet how important is the concept of 
globalisation for the daily functioning and the develop-
ment of a city? Who profits from connectivity? These 
questions show that the data which are available today 
suggest a substantial knowledge deficit in this area: there 
is a genuine need for clear relational data. For instance, 
an employment census will often classify jobs in a func-
tional manner rather than questioning more relational 
aspects such as whether the job is related to items that 
are meant for local use or non-local use. In order to thor-
oughly study networks and flows, financial and 
economic indicators, as well as other indicators such as 
cultural bonds can be taken into account. The Globali-
sation and World Cities Research Network (GaWC), for 
instance, has opted to rank global cities based on the 
overall economic and financial network connectivity of 
large service firms on the assumption that these firms are 
at the forefront of globalisation. 

Unresolved issues

Although it is not possible nor sensible to plan flows, it 
seems possible to plan aspects related to flows. However, 
attempts to do so have raised complex issues, such as the 
question of whether polycentricity is a successful spatial 
policy concept to address globalisation. Is it reasonable 
to develop a polycentric region to compete with mega-
cities such as New York or Tokyo? Is regional domina-
tion of one city a positive or negative trend? What is best 
for sustainability, for economic growth? Arguments can 
be made for all points of view. So far, empirical findings 
do not suggest any clear correlation between more 
polycentricity and more economic efficiency or even 
more spatial equity. Another unresolved issue relates to 
how cities position themselves. Is it more opportune to 
focus on one’s strengths and become an authority on its 
niche, or would it be better to opt for diversity by devel-
oping multi-layered policies? Diversification has always 

been related to resilience: the more things one does, the 
more resilient one becomes over time. Additionally, the 
importance of states is another debatable topic. Hong 
Kong is an intriguing example in this context. For most 
of the 20th century, the city of Hong Kong was 
controlled by colonial power from another continent. In 
1997, it is taken over by a communist country. One 
would expect these to be the worst possible govern-
ments for the city’s development, yet it ultimately 
became one of the most successful cities of the 20th 
century. 
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Territorial cohesion 
Final round table
chair Peter Schön

Phenomena like globalisation, climate change, energy transition 
and demographic change have territorial impacts that vary greatly 
from place to place and, almost by definition, do not coincide with 
administrative boundaries. Global challenges like these call for  
policy changes that will result in more coherent and efficient public 
interventions. In particular, responding to them underlines  that 
efficiency and effectiveness in planning can only be achieved if  
the scale of plans and projects is no longer restricted to existing 
administrative or institutional scales. The search for new strategic 
approaches in regional planning and development should be 
situated in this context. It is embedded in the intention to abandon 
a spatial hierarchy that is alienated from contemporary territorial 
and urban transformations, or unaccustomed to the thematic issues 
that have become spatial planning priorities.

On a European level, the effects of global challenges show 
that a single universal planning approach will not suffice to 
address the challenges ahead. As territories have different 
geographical, social and institutional characteristics, so do 
impacts differ between regions. The question raised in this 
context is: “If regions are diverse and need specific strategies,  
how can spatial planners and policy makers adapt to new  
challenges within a European framework?” 

A first answer to this question relates to the accumulation 
and exchange of knowledge. To inspire politicians and to raise 
awareness of global challenges, each level of governance must 
gather and communicate the right statistics. At the EU level, 
knowledge building concerns a thorough understanding of  
territorial diversity and interdependency. The role of the EU in 
this regard is to advance the identification of common indicators 
for comparison between regions. Common indicators for 
measuring territorial impacts and vulnerability, for instance,  
are considered crucial. The EU’s commitment in this respect is 
demonstrated through its involvement in the current ESPON 
programme. Other insights that should be shared are the different 
regional development and spatial planning approaches, in other 
words, the governance aspects.

The EU should also increase political commitment to the 
objective of territorial cohesion – promoting the harmonious and 
balanced development of the territory – and inspire other policy 

levels to do the same. Global challenges are generally considered  
a threat to territorial cohesion, as they appear to increase 
regional disparities. Therefore, the objective of territorial 
cohesion should be a focal point in future development 
programmes, also at the regional level. Nonetheless, cohesion 
and competition, as inter-related objectives for European and 
regional development policymaking, will always involve  
a certain ambiguity and may even seem incompatible.  
Economic growth often implies polarisation, which can be 
considered the opposite of territorial cohesion. Strong areas  
are in a global competition with each other, with no real  
connectivity with other, more remote areas. This apparent 
paradox should be explored further, and the EU can promote 
innovative strategies for strategic thinking in this regard.

A more charming aspect of territorial cohesion, which 
may also encompass a solution to the paradox, is its significance 
as a common framework for policymaking. The policy concept 
of territorial cohesion supports place-based policies rather than 
generic principles, to take due account of territorial differences 
and to valorise particular territorial capital. As it calls for policy 
coherence and integration across policy levels and domains,  
it strengthens the concept of partnership and cooperation in  
territorial development. Recently, ‘functional areas’ have gained 
interest as a basis for implementing policies more effectively 
across regional administrative boundaries. These functional 
geographies place the functional relationships and the common 
challenges that places share at the centre of territorial develop-
ment and partnership. Consequently, territorial cohesion  
intrinsically links to evidence-based policymaking.

Experiments are needed to address questions about the 
effective implementation of these new governance aspects; 
questions, for instance, about the relationships between 
regional spatial planning and other partnerships or policy 
initiatives that are based on functional areas. The principles of 
policymaking embodied by the concept of territorial cohesion 
have to be ‘contextualised’, reinterpreted and appropriated by 
each region according to its own logic. Insights gained through 
local bottom-up processes can help to promote the adoption of 
these governance principles at higher, often more complex, 
scales. The EU could strengthen its framework and offer guide-
lines to support such experimentation and exploration both at 
the interregional and regional levels. It could, for instance, 
further develop and diversify the potential of the innovative 
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macro-regional approach for functional territories as a tool  
for addressing territorial cohesion challenges. 

When having to deal with the impact of energy issues, with 
multiple planning levels, with the involvement of the right actors at 
the right time, with preparing shared strategic plans, regional 
planners are often confronted with a lack of data and policy tools. 
The energy supply challenge is a territorial issue. While specifying 
local threats and opportunities, each region must take the scale  
and scope of functional relations into account. At the same time, 
territorial claims of other policy fields and stakeholders have to be 
identified, discussed and incorporated during the planning process 
for a specific area. While Member States or competent regions take 
responsibility and define the most suitable level of intervention,  
the European institutions also have a role to play. They can raise 
awareness of the territorial aspect at other policy levels, foster the 
exchange of experiences, support the development of adequate 
governance tools and develop strategies at the EU level that take 
these territorial aspects into account. 

In this context, global challenges should be considered  
an opportunity for territorial cohesion rather than a threat.  
These challenges ultimately show how regions should respond  
to a rapidly changing world – a world in which territorial  
interdependencies seem to win out over administrative  
subdivisions. These new challenges might stimulate EU,  
national and regional authorities to truly adopt and experiment 
with territorial cohesion, as they put the need for territorial  
cooperation and policy integration on the agenda at all policy 
levels. Because of their cross-border nature and interlinking 
multiple scales, global challenges emphasise that cooperation at 
lower scales generates competitive advantages at higher scales.  
In this sense, more cohesion can be made compatible with more 
competition through new forms of territorial governance. In this 
respect, regional spatial planning authorities, traditionally pivotal 
actors between different sectoral interests and policy levels,  
have an important and active role to play.
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