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1

1.	 National urban policies in Europe – an 
introduction
Valeria Fedeli and Karsten Zimmermann

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Urban problems are back on the political agenda and several policy docu-
ments, such as the New Urban Agenda (UN-Habitat 2016; Caprotti et al. 2017) 
as well as the Pact of Amsterdam (EU Urban Agenda), call for national urban 
policies as one of the key measures to implement the goals defined in these 
documents (UN-Habitat 2015). It is not difficult in this respect to figure out 
why UN-Habitat and other international actors have invested efforts in trying 
to define national urban policies as a response to the worldwide dynamic of 
urbanization (UN-Habitat 2015 and 2014; OECD 2017; Turok and Parnell 
2009). In fact, without significant help in terms of financing, but also without 
appropriate policy knowledge and legal instruments, supported by national 
governments, cities will hardly be able to implement the goals of the inter-
nationally signed urban agenda adopted at the Habitat III conference held in 
Quito in 2016 or take over the role of ‘vectors of change’ (Parnell 2016).

The rise of international urban agendas comes along with a notable number 
of publications on the resurgence of cities and city-regions and the rise of ‘The 
City as a global political actor’ (Oosterlynck et al. 2019). Various assumptions 
are made in this debate about the relationship between cities and nation states. 
These assumptions range from a newly gained autonomy of cities vis-à-vis 
weakened national governments1 to the selective support of a limited number 
of cities as national champions (Crouch and Le Galès 2012).

In this edited volume we start from the postulate that all this is less clear and 
evident than many people perceive and claim. Does the growing relevance of 
international Urban Agendas translate easily into national urban policies? And 
if yes, in what way do national governments give priority to urban policies 
over others? Does the European Union make a difference in this regard? For 
sure, the debate on urban policies differs slightly between Europe and many 
other places in the world, as the European Commission, unlike UN-Habitat, 
has regulatory and financial instruments to implement what is called the urban 
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dimension of cohesion policy (Atkinson and Zimmermann 2016; Fedeli et al. 
2020; Armondi and De Gregorio Hurtado 2020a). The European Commission 
has developed over the last decades instruments and funding schemes that 
are expected to help cities solve urban problems – not only cohesion policies, 
but also mobility policies (i.e. Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans, SUMP) 
and environmental regulation (i.e. air pollution, noise reduction) trying to 
cope with more sectoral objectives, although with an integrated approach. 
However, most authors agree that the efficacy of the efforts of the European 
Commission, the Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy in par-
ticular, still depends very much on the commitment and the corresponding 
policies of the member states (Atkinson and Zimmermann 2016). EU urban 
policy relies on a mix of intergovernmental, national and regional initiatives, 
and the partnership model chosen in the EU Urban Agenda – more a method 
than a traditional policy programme – can explain why we find quite a few 
publications on this urban policy (i.e. the urban dimension of EU policy but 
also explicit policy documents) and comparative reports on its current impact 
on cities, updating some of the comparative work done during the 1990s (when 
the policy framework was based more on a logic of pilot projects in different 
places and further mainstreaming, see van den Berg and van der Meer 2014).

Publications on EU urban policies in fact outnumber those on national urban 
policies. Given the relevance of the topic, it is indeed surprising that there is no 
comprehensive and comparative work on the trajectories of the national urban 
policies of individual European countries (as existed in the 1990s, as a sort of 
preparation to a more coordinated framework for action to be introduced by 
the European Union, see van den Berg et al. 1998, 2007 and d’Albergo 20102). 
The OECD published an inventory of national urban policies in OECD states 
in 2017 as a contribution to the implementation of the New Urban Agenda, 
but the country profiles in this publication are rather short collections of facts 
and simple evidences which do not account for the broad ongoing debate and 
contested processes of experimentation within each country (OECD 2017). 
Other recent publications are less systematic but try to come to grips with 
the variegated and multi-scalar nature of Urban Agendas (Armondi and De 
Gregorio Hurtado 2020b).

At the same time, we cannot deny that national urban policies do exist 
in different forms and have different scopes. The degree of variation is 
very high, ranging from the French Politique de la Ville to the German 
Städtebauförderung, the no longer existing Dutch VINEX, and the British 
‘New Deal for Communities’ (2001–2010) or more recent Urban Renaissance 
(Rae 2013) or national housing policy schemes. Other member states of 
the European Union do not have explicit urban policies, but consistently 
implement EU measures (such as URBAN II or Integrated Sustainable Urban 
Development (ISUD) as part of EU cohesion policy) or are more concerned 
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about rural territories. It is also remarkable that some member states as well 
as the UK had explicit national urban regeneration programmes in the past but 
abolished them for various reasons (the UK being a case in point) or moved 
towards more ad hoc and experimental models (e.g. the City Deals in the 
Netherlands, Dignum et al. 2020). These changes call for explanations. Was 
a specific type of redistributive National Urban Regeneration Policy (or city 
welfare) a temporary phenomenon of the post-war Keynesian welfare state? 
And what comes next? What kind of national urban policy emerges in increas-
ingly decentralized settings in times of austerity? Or is national urban policy 
an obsolete model, with inefficient tools and too ambitious expectations? Are 
cities destined to take the lead and react on their own? Are they still an issue 
in national politics and how is the structural change in political landscapes 
affecting the traditional ways in which policy-makers have included the urban 
in their agenda?

In this book we invited a group of urban scholars to write, in a comparative 
perspective, about the trajectories, instruments, goals and eventual impacts of 
national urban policies in their countries. Taking a long-term perspective on 
the evolution of national urban policies, our main interest is the persistence, 
convergence or divergence of national urban policies. We also wanted to know 
if there are political struggles surrounding the scope and direction of national 
urban policies. And, last but not least, we wanted to know what the impacts 
of EU policies are, and in particular how these will affect the next EU funding 
period (i.e. 2021–2027).

2.	 DEFINING NATIONAL URBAN POLICY

National urban policy is difficult to categorize as, at a certain level of abstrac-
tion, all public policies are in a way urban, at least in highly urbanized coun-
tries (DeFilippis 2016, p. 4). One strategy to overcome this dilemma would be 
to define national urban policy in the way governments do it. Hence, we would 
consider ‘urban’ all the policies that are initiated by ministries or governmen-
tal agencies dedicated to urban issues, ultimately striving for a coordinated 
and comprehensive strategy for urban development. In fact, in some states, 
ministries or state agencies on the national level have existed, or still exist, 
that had, or still have, the word ‘urban’ in their title. The ‘White House Office 
for Urban Affairs’ during the time of the Obama administration is a case in 
point (DeFilippis 2016, p. 2). Another example would be the French Agence 
Nationale pour la Rénovation Urbaine (ANRU). In Germany this is currently 
not the case, but in the past there were ministries that, while only partly respon-
sible for urban issues, were so in a more explicit way. In more recent times, 
one can find attempts to define national urban policy in a programmatic way 
in international policy settings but less so on the national level. According to 
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UN-Habitat, for example, a national urban policy is: ‘A coherent set of deci-
sions derived through a deliberate government-led process of coordinating and 
rallying various actors for a common vision and goal that will promote more 
transformative, productive, inclusive and resilient urban development for the 
long term’ (UN-Habitat 2015, p. 14).

In this rather broad (and normative) definition quite a few elements are 
missing such as financing of local governments (or fiscal relations between 
different state levels) and sectoral policies such as transport policies, social 
policies, housing policies and urban regeneration policies. In addition, despite 
the fact that a simple definition such as ‘national urban policy is what gov-
ernments or international organizations call national urban policy’ would 
be a very positivistic view on the issue, the overview taken in this volume 
shows that in many countries a highly profiled national urban policy does not 
exist. Still, the absence of clearly stated urban policies does not imply that 
governments do not support cities effectively through sectoral programmes for 
housing or transport, or any other policy that has an impact at the urban level. 
In other cases, governments may declare that urban agendas are relevant, but 
implementation then proves cumbersome. The result is that there is epistemic 
uncertainty regarding what the unit of analysis is. This can result in a relevant 
policy problem, but can also make clear how this policy field is place-based 
and situated, notwithstanding the widespread belief in international urbanism 
as a place-less and globalized practice. Even though the urban seems to be 
more of a planetary issue (Brenner 2013), our ideas of cities and the societal 
issues related to them are very much place-based and path-dependent. Is this 
place-based and path-dependent boundedness a resource or a trap for the 
elaboration of public policies? How can national urban policies help cities 
tackle urban problems that have their origin in international connectivity? 
Still, the impact of globalization on the one hand, and planetary urbanization 
on the other, does not seem to be properly reflected in the elaboration of urban 
agendas (the New Urban Agenda of the UN being an exception). So much so 
that the national scale still seems to matter, if not for its future impact then at 
least for the burden of the legacies of the past.

Rather than giving cities an active role in the ‘Great Transformation’ 
(WBGU 2016) or considering them as ‘vectors of change’ in the context of 
the implementation of the New Urban Agenda (Parnell 2016), we take a more 
systemic and explanatory approach on the emergence, evolution and eventual 
disappearance of national urban policies. Hence, we are looking for explicit 
urban policies addressing (at least in a declaratory way) urban problems. Still, 
we need to answer the question: how broadly (or narrowly) do we want to 
define national urban policy? Is a national urban policy any national response 
to common urban challenges? Do we only consider coherent and targeted pol-
icies, or do we also take into account initiatives that are not ‘urban’ but have 
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an indirect impact on cities (i.e. modernization of public administration, intro-
duction of New Public Management)? In the scholarly literature, systematic 
attempts to define national urban policy are rare. Many publications are about 
specific aspects of urban policies (such as housing or urban regeneration). 
Others see national urban policies through the lens of governmentality, ques-
tioning in a more fundamental way how urban problems and their respective 
solutions are constructed and framed by governments (see Dikeç 2007 for the 
case of the French Politique de la Ville as a reaction to the ‘problems’ of the 
banlieues). Only a few volumes analyse the politics behind the invention of 
national urban programmes (DeFilippis 2016 and Gelli 2012 for the case of 
the US; Cole and Payre 2016 for a more theoretical contribution). In addition, 
we need to think about the selectivity of national urban policies. Some gov-
ernments give specific support for capital city regions or create programmes 
that benefit a small number of big cities. There is a growing interest in the 
differentiation of policies in relation to the manifold forms the urban is taking 
in the contemporary world.

Tortola (2013), in a US–European comparison, speaks of City Welfare as 
a subset of urban policies. He describes City Welfare as ‘the use of fiscal 
resources to promote the well-being of cities qua cities, namely interven-
ing on all or at least a combination of their various social, economic, and 
physical aspects’ (Tortola 2013, p.  651). City Welfare is explicitly focused 
on places rather than persons and on a distributive or redistributive policy 
(instead of a regulatory policy). In addition, Tortola distinguishes between 
the policy dimension and the politico-institutional dimension. While the 
policy dimension is about programmes and instruments that are implemented 
in decentralized or centralized settings, the politico-institutional dimension 
refers to the extent to which City Welfare is rooted in the government (i.e. 
finds institutional or political support). For our purposes, City Welfare is a too 
narrow way of defining national urban policy as there are many other policy 
dimensions to consider (climate change and adaptation, mobility, innovation, 
land use and environmental aspects, culture). Nevertheless, we cannot avoid 
reflecting on how national urban policies are increasingly stressed by the limits 
and failures, or even the crises, of city welfare systems that were essentially 
built after the two World Wars and now definitely need a restructuring process, 
if not a thorough reinvention.

Van den Berg et al. (2007, p.  1) defined national urban policy in the 
following way: ‘“National urban policy” refers to policies that affect the 
cities knowingly and directly.’ However, in the same volume they consider 
indirect policies affecting cities also as national urban policy (ibid. p. 4). This 
distinction between direct and indirect urban policies is very relevant as it 
demarcates whether governments give priority to cities or not (see below). 
In addition, and referring in advance to the content of some of the chapters 
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of this volume, in federal and regionalized states national urban policies are 
both shared and separated between levels at the same time. In order to ensure 
comparability, we suggest a more systemic definition of national urban policy 
(see d’Albergo 2010), namely a national urban policy is any national policy 
or programme explicitly targeted at urban areas. Obvious examples are social 
housing policies, urban regeneration programmes, planning policies and urban 
mobility policies (but not necessarily decentralization measures, tax policies 
or public financing). This includes funding mechanisms, but also strategic or 
programmatic documents that give guidance on what is understood as good 
urban policy. We may also consider national policies that take cities to be an 
important means for implementing national policy goals (such as sustainable 
energy provision, mitigation of climate change or coping with migration). 
What would be interesting in this respect would be to observe if and how the 
field has been characterized by the reinvention of sectoral policies that had 
been invented almost a century ago, if not before.

Against this background, an article by Ernesto d’Albergo (2010) is helpful. 
He distinguished between direct and indirect and explicit and implicit national 
urban policies (see Figure 1.1) and defined them as follows:

•	 Direct: any national policy intervention directly tackling urban problems 
through funding or legislation (including binding goals).

•	 Indirect: any provision of resources (subsidies, knowledge, instruments) 
or programming of conditions that helps local governments solve urban 
problems.

•	 Explicit: policies that have an urban or territorial focus.
•	 Implicit: any other policy.

We consider this typology to be a helpful heuristic. In particular, distin-
guishing between direct and indirect urban policies is a necessary step when 
systematizing national answers to urban challenges. But the purpose of this 
book is broader, taking into consideration the dimension of actors and the 
evolution of national urban policies over time. Hence, the contributions strive 
for more explanatory approaches and take into consideration the relationship 
between the state and local governments. When it comes to explanations for 
the evolution of national urban policy, some of the factors mentioned in the 
literature are rather functionalist. For sure, in some countries the degree of 
urbanization, the number of large cities and the emergence of typical urban 
problems (such as urban decline, traffic congestion) have an impact on the 
evolution of national urban policies (van den Berg et al. 2007, p. 400). But the 
fact that in some countries in Europe urban problems have existed for several 
decades without any proper or strategic reaction by national governments puts 
these explanations into question.
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Source: d’Albergo (2010, p. 140).

Figure 1.1	 A typology of national urban policies

National urban policies in Europe – an introduction 7

As clearly demonstrated by d’Albergo, the political system eventually has an 
impact. The difference between federal and non-federal states, the administra-
tive and political strength of local governments and the type of welfare state 
are promising factors for explaining variation. In residual welfare states, as 
well as in federal states, national urban initiatives are supposed to have a low 
profile. However, particularly with regard to the role of social democratic 
welfare states in the evolution of city welfare policies, the study of Sellers 
and Lidström (2007) is instructive. They found evidence that it is not a strong 
social democratic welfare state that allows local governments to implement 
high-profile city welfare schemes; rather, strong local governments are a pre-
requisite for national welfare states. This points to the need to take a historical 
perspective when analysing national urban policies (Cole and Payre 2016), and 
the authors of this volume have been asked to provide such a perspective on 
the current situation.

3.	 WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE ART?

In an introduction the reader would normally expect a concise summary of 
the academic debate. With regard to national urban policies this task is not 
easy to accomplish. There is no lack of publications on national policies that 
are relevant for cities (urban regeneration, housing, social policies), but these 
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studies do not interpret these programmes as a national urban policy. There are 
a few that try to elaborate the mechanisms, instruments and politics of national 
urban policies (see for example the role of Urban@it in Italy), but in the main 
they concentrate on a single country (Béal et al. 2018). Therefore, evidently 
there is a lack of systemic comparative work. The two volumes of van den 
Berg are an exception to this. Van den Berg et al. (1998, 2007) presented two 
collections of 15 national reports and emphasized the common challenges 
of urban development in Europe. The first volume was written and edited 
in the context of the continuing European integration process in the second 
half of the 1990s. This was a period when the European Spatial Development 
Perspective (ESDP) was approved and a European urban policy took shape 
(Atkinson 2001). The deepening of the European integration process as well as 
the expected enlargement gave these documents a forward-looking undertone. 
In fact, the volume published in 1998 came to the conclusion that more and 
more governments of EU member states were willing to give cities an active 
role in regional and national development (van den Berg et al. 2007, p. 23). The 
second edition came to a similar conclusion. Today we can say that, although 
UN and EU sources speak of a resurgent cycle of national urban policy, the 
situation is more confusing, as we observe a variety of initiatives and policy 
struggles (smart cities, austerity urbanism, decentralization, climate change 
and management of risks). Some of these initiatives are temporary in nature, 
hence it is questionable whether they constitute or contribute to a national 
urban policy. The general political situation as regards the EU integration 
process has changed significantly. Hence, this volume differs from the books 
presented by van den Berg et al. (1998, 2007) in the way that national urban 
policies are looked at, and we also put much less emphasis on Europeanization. 
What is more, both volumes of van den Berg et al. (1998, 2007) are inventories 
and present rich insights into the state of common urban challenges in Europe, 
but they give only limited emphasis to the policy and politics dimension. The 
chapters collected here, on the contrary, try to deal with this relevant issue.

4.	 QUESTIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH

In order to give our debate a minimum of structure we suggested the authors 
use the well-known differentiation between policy, polity and politics that 
serves well for descriptive, analytical and comparative purposes (Heinelt 
2017). In the following, we define the three dimensions more precisely for our 
purpose, reformulating them as questions.3
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Politics: The politics dimension refers to the stance of stake- and interest-holders 
and the political process, conflict and power struggles. Guiding questions are:

•	 Why should there be a national interest in urban matters in the first place 
when it could be argued that such matters should instead be entirely the 
responsibility of units of local and regional self-government? Does this 
imply that the state interferes with self-governing units and, if so, how?

•	 Can we say that the global energy turn (low-emission buildings and dis-
tricts) as well as CO2 reduction is having a new, powerful impact on the 
formulation of national urban policy? Are the sustainable development 
goals, in the perspective of the Anthropocene, bringing in a new relevance?

•	 Are there emerging transnational and translocal issues that are being 
intercepted by national urban policies, and are national governments able 
to react to these?

•	 What are the current goals of national governments when tackling urban 
issues?

•	 What role is played by local interest organizations, such as the national 
associations of local authorities? Are these networks still relevant, and to 
what extent are they able to restructure the policy agenda? Are they bring-
ing in new spatial imaginaries and policy ideas?

•	 Which types of ‘urban’ areas are targeted in these policies – cities (only the 
largest ones or also medium-sized towns), city-regions as a whole or spe-
cific targeted areas (inner-city, troubled suburbs, etc). Is specific attention 
being paid to the way in which the urban is changing and, if so, does this 
attention have a clear relationship with the current restructuring of political 
parties and movements?

•	 What are the party-political conflicts and perspectives on urban policy? Is 
there any connection between political change and the role cities have in 
the political debate?

Policy: The policy dimension refers to sectoral programmes (housing, trans-
port and mobility, social policies and cohesion, economic development) and 
includes instruments as well as governance and the policy-making process 
(goals, actors).

Among different policy areas, it would be useful to distinguish between 
policies that aim at improving the general capacity of the urban area (traffic 
investments, housing development, commuting facilities, environmental 
protection but also through institutionalization of metropolitan governance 
arrangements) and those that have a more redistributive function (such as sup-
porting development in segregated areas, facilitating integration of people with 
foreign origin and intra-metropolitan distribution of resources). A distinction 
can also be made between policies regarding cities as a problem (segregation, 
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congestion, inequalities, etc.) and policies seeing them as a solution (fore-
runners for development in the rest of the country or internationally, hubs of 
international competition and of innovation, etc).

Some policies may be interventionist, having a direct effect, whereas others 
are more indirect, providing preconditions rather than interventions (see 
above). Hence a number of questions arise:

•	 Is there a conceptual background of national urban policies? Are there 
countries which have tried to develop a strategic vision?

•	 Is national urban policy characterized by the use of specific steering mech-
anisms (such as regulation, financial incentives, information campaigns)? 
What is the role of national financial equalization schemes in urban areas? 
Is there any reflection available on the efficacy of previous experimenta-
tions which can provide insights on current policy challenges?

•	 Are urban policies seen as being an essential part of metropolitan policies? 
Does the integration of the broader functional areas of the biggest agglom-
erations find support through ways of encouraging coordination, coopera-
tion in the area of service delivery and sustainable spatial planning (effects 
of sub-urbanization) as well as of promoting economic development?

Polity: Polity has to do with the constitutional dimension, taking into consider-
ation the discursive turn that raised the attention on polity as a socio-political 
construct. In this dimension, the questions to be addressed relate to how and 
to what extent urban policies play a role in this process of socio-political 
construction and how, on the contrary, the institutional context shapes urban 
policies. Questions include:

•	 How are national urban policies institutionalized at central government 
level? Are there any specific authorities? Are there any specific insti-
tutions, norms, legislative aspects or is there a legal status for local 
self-government at all?

•	 Are national urban policies an open field of experimentation into both the 
governance challenges and the very idea of public policies? Are, in other 
words, national urban policies a recognized field of innovation where 
innovators find support and acceptance?

•	 Within the EU debate and framework, does the field of urban policies as 
interpreted at the national level reflect the push for innovations at the polity 
level?
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5.	 THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS BOOK

As anticipated, there are next to no up-to-date overviews of national urban 
policies in the scholarly literature. Only a few collections or edited volumes 
on national urban policies exist, the two volumes of van den Berg et al. (1998, 
2007) being an exceptional collection that points to common urban challenges 
in Europe and emerging EU urban initiatives. The OECD (2017) published 
a report with rather short descriptions of national urban policy in OECD coun-
tries, and Armondi and De Gregorio Hurtado (2020b) edited a volume discuss-
ing specific aspects of national urban agendas. The contributions in this book 
give more emphasis to national discourses, the political struggles concerning 
the often troublesome implementation of national urban policies, but also the 
instruments that are in use (Béal et al. 2018). Given the diversity of urban pol-
icies and priorities given to cities by national governments, we will give less 
emphasis to common challenges in the European Union as an eventual basis 
for urban agendas, instead providing an overview on the evolution of national 
urban policies and agendas and their prospects.

The book covers Spain, Portugal, Germany, Poland, Norway, Sweden, 
France, the UK, Ireland, the Netherlands, Slovakia, Italy and Romania. It is 
the result of an initiative that emerged from the annual conferences in 2018 
and 2019 of the European Urban Research Association, which led to the crea-
tion of a Working Group whose work forms the basis of this book. The main 
aim of such initiatives is to promote research spaces that operate without any 
additional funding but build on existing research experiences and the intrinsic 
motivation of scholars. The advantage of the approach taken by this book is 
that the contributions of different colleagues better reflect the local debate, 
as well as the different theoretical orientations of each contributor. This may 
generate greater inconsistency compared to a traditional book published on the 
back of the results of a research project. Nevertheless, the freshness and origi-
nality of each chapter, as an outcome of the situatedness of each author in his/
her own country, is, in our view, a unique and useful resource for the reader. 
Although each chapter followed the conceptual framework as suggested in 
this chapter, every contribution also opens up other possible ways to explore 
national urban policies. We believe this is a crucial starting point for further 
and more systematic policy-oriented research. The book in this respect fulfils 
one of the main aims of EURA, an interdisciplinary and international research 
association born in the late 1990s with the objective of promoting an open 
and constructive dialogue between theory and practice. We hope this book 
can provide our colleagues from different disciplinary fields looking at urban 
policies interesting facets of urban policy for further reflection and for feeding 
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new research projects dealing with the many open questions and dilemmas this 
book highlights.

NOTES

1.	 See also the agenda of the recently established DFG research unit 2757 on ‘Local 
self-governance in the context of weak statehood in antiquity and the modern era’, 
https://​www​.uni​-wuerzburg​.de/​for2757/​losam/​.

2.	 Van den Berg et al. (1998 and 2007) describe national responses to urban chal-
lenges in 15 EU member states. D’Albergo (2010) seeks to develop a typology of 
national urban policy based on insights from Spain, Germany, France and the UK.

3.	 We are grateful to Anders Lidström, Maroš Finka, Piotr Zuber, Juliet Carpenter 
and Sonia De Gregorio Hurtado.
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2.	 National urban policies in a federal 
system: the case of Germany
Hubert Heinelt and Karsten Zimmermann

1.	 INTRODUCTION

This contribution seeks to demonstrate that national urban policies in Germany 
are only to a limited degree the result of coherent policy design. National urban 
policies do exist but indicate a broad (in the sense of non-specific) understand-
ing of ‘urban’ (towns, cities and metropolises, but also villages). National 
government has no clear profile or preference in terms of designing urban pol-
icies which address the needs of big cities. Two sets of arguments are involved 
in key policy drivers which support or prevent the emergence of national 
urban policies. The first involves the federal structure of the political system 
and the distribution of competencies between the federal level and the states 
(Länder) in Germany. A consensual national priority for cities is prevented 
by the fact that only some of the German Länder are highly urbanised (North 
Rhine-Westphalia and the three city-states in particular), while others show 
a more balanced structure of urban and rural areas (Lower Saxony, Bavaria, 
Saxony). The second involves the considerable levels of local autonomy 
enjoyed by the two tiers of local government (municipalities and counties form 
the local government tiers). Their autonomy is written into the constitution, 
including the right of municipalities to levy their own taxes.

1.1	 Current Local Government System

The German local government system is an essential element of German fed-
eralism. This is due, on the one hand, to the federal structure of the political 
system and the distribution of tasks and competencies between the federal 
level and the states (Länder) in Germany. Three out of 16 states (Berlin, 
Bremen and Hamburg) are city-states. In these city-states, the state and local 
government levels coincide in an urban context in terms of their related tasks 
and competencies. Hence, these three city-states differ in terms of institutions 
from their national counterparts (county-free cities such as Munich, Stuttgart 
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or Frankfurt am Main), as they can form their own urban policies or play an 
influential role in the second chamber of federal government (Bundesrat) 
(Heinelt and Zimmermann 2016).

The German local government system is composed of two tiers: counties 
and municipalities (Kuhlmann and Wollmann 2014, p.  79). The counties 
(Landkreise) represent the municipalities within them and administer a range 
of services and policies on behalf of these municipalities (public transport, 
maintenance of local streets and school buildings, health services and some 
environmental policies). Other forms of inter-municipal cooperation are 
widely used for waste management, sewage disposal, local development and 
public transport. Bigger cities usually have the status of a county-free city, 
that is, they are a county and municipality at the same time, which gives 
them a stronger role. This applies to cities such as Munich, Frankfurt am 
Main, Leipzig, Stuttgart and Dortmund. In total there are 295 counties, 107 
county-free cities and about 12 000 municipalities in Germany.

Each state has its own municipal code, which defines the functional and 
territorial profile of municipalities, the mandate of the mayor and the coun-
cillors, the ways in which they are elected, the option for local referenda and 
many aspects of municipal administration. However, since the 1990s a process 
of converging local statutes has taken place, and one result is the introduction 
of directly elected mayors in all states (Wollmann 2004). Nevertheless, the 
functional and territorial profiles of municipalities still differ substantially 
from state to state (see Egner 2013). This variety is a result of Article 28 
of the German Basic Law (Grundgesetz), which stipulates the right to local 
self-government and ensures an independent source of income for local 
government (currently a share of the business tax). This underlines the dual 
character of municipalities, as entities of local self-government and the lowest 
administrative tier with mandatory and delegated tasks.

Everyday implementation of any kind of urban policy is the result of shared 
and fused policy making between the different levels of government. In par-
ticular, there is federal legislation for urban planning and building regulation, 
which defines instruments, options and limits. Policies and funding options 
relevant to cities take the form of joint or federal schemes (largely for urban 
regeneration and urban renewal, but also for transport policy).

However, the German Basic Law clearly stipulates that federal government 
cannot determine whether, to what extent or how a policy is carried out at 
the urban level. In the German federal system, implementing joint funding 
schemes such as housing or urban regeneration is the remit of states (Länder). 
National urban policy initiatives and amending relevant laws are the result 
of cooperative federalism, where the second chamber at the federal level 
(Bundesrat) plays an essential role. Every national urban regeneration pro-
gramme requires consent from the federal states, and consensus between these 
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states and the federal government. This consent is occasionally jeopardised by 
what has been described as a ‘joint-decision trap’ (Scharpf 1988).

As a result, urban problems are mainly dealt with at state level rather than 
federal (national) level. Each state has its own rules determining the distribu-
tion of tasks and competences between local and state governments, as well 
as the transfer of funding from state to local government. Although some 
national initiatives have been established in recent years, such as Nationale 
Stadtentwicklungspolitik (National Urban Development Policy; see below), 
there is neither a coherent national strategy for urban development nor an 
explicit national urban policy.

Within this federal system, which has both joint and separate competencies, 
cities are not simply the recipients of funding or passive policy-takers (Heinelt 
and Terizakis 2020; Zimmermann, Boghrat and Weber 2015). As noted above, 
cities, and county-free cities in particular, have considerable status which is 
written into the constitution and allows for discretion in developing and imple-
menting policies. They can develop their own policies and define their own 
priorities for urban development, and national and sub-national legislation 
gives them room to manoeuvre (Zimmermann, Boghrat and Weber 2015). 
They mix federal and EU funding schemes with their own revenue and use 
federal frameworks to design discrete policy solutions. The result is a nation-
wide variety of local policies, where one of the main limitations involves 
budgetary constraints.

1.2	 Current Challenges for Urban Areas

The last Urban Development Report 2016 (Bundesregierung 2016) of the 
German federal government raised a series of issues and challenges for urban 
areas. These were demographic changes and shrinkage, climate change and 
climate adaptation, digitisation and social cohesion. Note that this report is 
a document of the federal government; the states may have different priorities 
but usually don’t publish urban agendas or reports on urban problems.

Currently, the most pressing issues calling for nationwide interventions are 
affordable housing, the costs involved in measures for integrating migrants 
and refugees, air pollution (largely due to the diesel scandal1) and maintenance 
of school buildings.2 In addition, climate change and climate adaptation are 
a major concern, and are often addressed within sectoral policy programmes 
(energy policy) or as part of urban regeneration programmes (see below) 
(Zimmermann, Boghrat and Weber 2015). Budget problems in municipal-
ities are an ongoing issue. However, not all states have supported sporadic 
initiatives by Social Democrat ministers at federal level to develop a national 
debt-relief programme for cities with heavy debts.
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In the last decade, a veritable housing crisis has emerged in the big urban 
agglomerations. Lack of affordable housing for sectors other than low-income 
groups was one the most relevant issues in national, sub-national and local 
election campaigns (in Frankfurt, Berlin and Munich, for example). There are 
two reasons for this:

1.	 Considerable population growth and a lack of building activity in 
city-regions such as Munich, Frankfurt, Stuttgart and Hamburg (but also 
in smaller university towns) have meant that house prices and rents are 
rising. Low- and medium-income households face difficulties in finding 
appropriate housing, or are forced to move out to suburban or even 
peri-urban areas.

2.	 For decades, there was a joined-up funding programme for social housing 
between federal government and the federal states, but in 2006, following 
the reform of German federalism, the federal government transferred this 
task completely to the states. The result was that social housing policy 
came more or less to a standstill, but even before this, subsidies within the 
joint social housing programme had been decreasing for years (Egner and 
Grabietz 2018).

The current federal government’s coalition treaty states that sufficient sub-
sidies will be transferred to the Länder and further measures will be taken. 
However, how this transfer should take place is currently under discussion, as 
it would require a change in the Basic Law. The total amount of funding should 
nevertheless be 2 billion euros in 2020/21 (CDU, CSU and SPD 2018, p. 110).

Construction and school-building maintenance are other local activities 
which already have the financial support of the federal government. Local 
government is responsible for this task, but local policy priorities and severe 
budgetary problems mean that many school buildings in German cities are in 
a bad condition. Although the situation differs considerably between rich and 
poor states, and between rich and poor municipalities, a new funding scheme 
for infrastructure was opened in 2015, followed by one for school build-
ings in 2017. This fund (Kommunalinvestitionsförderungsfonds), managed 
by a state bank (KfW), provides 7 billion euros for the two programmes 
(Kommunalinvestitionsförderungsgesetz 2017).

Air pollution control and air-quality management are issues where the 
role of federal government is not quite as clear, but they are currently highly 
relevant. Air pollution control and planning follow EU regulations, and 
implementation falls within the remit of the states. However, the ‘diesel 
scandal’ from 2017 onwards called for action from the federal government. 
This was mainly for political reasons, as the automotive industry is of national 
relevance. Moreover, permission for new cars is granted by a national agency 
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which is also in charge of controls and is partially responsible for prosecuting 
car manufacturers. In 2018, several courts decided that a ban on diesel cars 
was the only measure which could ensure EU regulation targets were met. As 
several German cities and hundreds of thousands of commuters are affected, 
federal government has gradually taken the initiative, establishing an ad hoc 
programme known as ‘Clean Air 2017–2020’. It is supported by 1 billion 
euros, and directly addresses cities.

Integrating migrants and refugees is another local task that has been calling 
for federal financial aid. The massive influx of refugees and asylum seekers in 
2015 meant that local governments at the time were not in a position to fulfil 
these obligations, which not only include payments for subsistence (including 
housing), but also language courses, childcare or vocational training. Federal 
government released 6.6 billion euros to the states in 2017, much of which 
benefited municipalities, but not all states forwarded the subsidies in full to 
the local level (Bundesregierung 2018). Federal government will continue to 
support municipalities until 2021 (CDU, CSU and SPD 2018).

2.	 EVOLUTION OF NATIONAL URBAN POLICIES

National urban policies have evolved over the past 50 years in the form of 
joined-up federal programmes and political initiatives focusing on specific 
urban issues. This pattern emerged in the late 1960s/early 1970s when an 
economic crisis, and deindustrialisation in particular, culminated in an urban 
crisis. This involved two mutually reinforcing elements: a) inner-city areas 
and working-class neighbourhoods showed strong signs of decay and suffered 
from a lack of investment; b) a lack of fiscal capacity and tools for urban 
renewal. German cities had experienced reconstruction in the immediate 
post-war period, but there was no profiled policy for urban regeneration. 
Mayors and state governments requested a national response, and as a con-
sequence, the urban crisis became part of the national political agenda. This 
was partly because of legislation, as the German building code and planning 
law did not provide appropriate legal instruments for urban regeneration. As 
a result, a new national funding scheme called urban development assistance 
(Städtebauförderung) came into effect in 1971, accompanied by a special law 
on urban regeneration. This was the first instance of a joined-up programme 
where federal government and the states supported cities in tackling physical 
problems in distressed areas. Following a similar pattern of joint funding, other 
programmes were established to support municipalities in the realms of trans-
port and social housing. An essential element of these programmes was the (re)
distribution of huge amounts of funding. The involvement of federal govern-
ment in match-funding local activities was new, and was only possible because 
reforms to the fiscal relationships between the federal level and the states 
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came into effect in the late 1960s. However, implementing these programmes 
fell within the remit of the 16 states and the local level. Federal government 
provided the resources without intervening too heavily in the details.

The evolution of these federal aid programmes can be considered part of 
the extension of the German post-war welfare state. Providing decent urban 
environments and appropriate housing at low cost was one of the objectives of 
German welfare policy. Even today, the federal government’s participation in 
these programmes is justified by one of the fundamental goals of the German 
welfare state: the provision of equivalent living conditions throughout the 
territory.

This national urban policy was more a combination of sectoral programmes 
for housing, urban renewal and transport than a coherent urban agenda, and 
it did not change much over time. In this form of negotiated or cooperative 
federalism, the funds available depend on the budget situation of federal 
government, and are renegotiated between the states and federal government 
each year. In terms of instruments and policy priorities, urban development 
assistance turned out to be a very flexible programme. New issues such as 
sustainable urban development in the 1980s and 1990s, social cohesion and 
energy efficiency, as well as climate adaptation in more recent times, could be 
easily incorporated in terms of goals and instruments.

The mechanism for this programme is stable, although the available sums 
may differ according to the priorities of federal government and the available 
budget. However, there is still no clear profile or coherent agenda for national 
urban policy. There are a number of reports, but the government has never 
adopted a document which could be considered a national urban agenda. 
An initiative known as the National Urban Development Policy (Nationale 
Stadtentwicklungspolitik), established in the mid-2000s, has made few inroads 
in this capacity. This initiative started as a joint undertaking of the then federal 
Ministry for Transport and Urban Development, two local government asso-
ciations (Städtetag and Städte- und Gemeindebund) and the standing group of 
ministers, the latter being in charge of urban regeneration policies at state and 
federal level.

It is a voluntary measure under the leadership of the German federal govern-
ment, and offers some funding opportunities. The programme began in 2007 
and finances a number of different types of pilot project (such as initiatives for 
adapting to climate change and energy efficiency in old neighbourhoods). Up 
to 50 million euros per year were made available for the period between 2014 
and 2017; in 2015, this figure rose to 100 million euros.3 Apart from providing 
funding, however, the programme does not involve any institutional changes.

In 2005, federal government decided to inform the parliament every 
four years about the state of cities in a report on urban development 
(Bundesregierung 2016). Since then, three reports have been published (2008, 
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2012, 2016). The reports are not national urban agendas but summaries of all 
the programmes and intiatives federal government offers to cities. The reports 
also describe some of the challenges and urban problematiques currently 
under debate. The last report also included a clear and timely commitment 
to the Sustainable Development Goals and UN-Habitat (Bundesregierung 
2016, p. 29). In 2015, an interministerial working group on sustainable urban 
development was established (ibid.). Though only bringing together federal 
ministries, this measure demonstrates that federal government has some ambi-
tion with regard to sustainable urban development.

There is still neither a coherent national strategy for urban development 
nor an explicit national urban policy. Instead, there are only a few fragmented 
strategies and urban policies at federal level, alongside specific strategies 
and urban policies in the individual federal states. It should be noted that the 
above-mentioned national policies do not discriminate between cities, towns 
and villages, but usually refer to the legal concept of ‘commune’ (Kommune 
or Gemeinde), a general term for an institution of local self-government. Even 
some of the laws of the early 1970s, which were designed to support cities 
in solving problems of growth and inner-city regeneration, had the word 
‘community’ in their title (e.g. the Gemeindeverkehrsfinanzierungsgesetz 
from 1971, a law that was expected to support cities in solving the problem of 
increasing car-based mobility).

3.	 ACTORS: WHO IS DRIVING THE CHANGES?

The main German political parties do not have an explicit urban agenda, and in 
the past urban issues were not usually an issue in national electoral campaigns, 
at least compared to other pressing issues such as pensions, economic devel-
opment, security or energy policy. The situation changed in recent years when, 
against the background of the above-mentioned ‘housing crises’, housing 
policy and the role played in it by local government became part of the agenda 
(see Egner and Grabietz 2018). However, at federal level, coalition govern-
ments have shown varying interest in urban policies in the last few decades. 
These differences will be outlined below in terms of the relevant ministries and 
ministers, as the different ministries responsible for urban issues at federal and 
state level are clearly key players in making national urban policy (Heinelt and 
Zimmermann 2016).

However, this in itself is over-simplifying the issue. It is important to take 
into account that different ministries (and their agencies)4 in both tiers of 
upper-level government are responsible for, or involved in, different urban 
issues. Ministries of the Interior in the individual federal states have a formal 
responsibility for the legal supervision of local governments. However, when 
it comes to developing specific urban policies or programmes, the relevant 
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ministries involved in each issue play a key role. The same is true for the 
federal level. One example is the white paper ‘Urban Green’, published in 
2017 by the Federal Ministry of the Environment (BMUB 2017). The white 
paper is a collection of all the arguments in favour of green infrastructure in 
cities and describes the measures and steps to be taken to improve accessibility 
to high-quality green spaces in urban neighbourhoods. The Ministry of the 
Interior, Building and Community, which is in charge of urban development 
assistance, took up the initiative and incorporated ‘Urban Green’ into the urban 
regeneration funding scheme.

Between 1998 and 2013, the Federal Ministry for Transport, Building 
and Urban Development (Bundesministerium für Verkehr, Bau und 
Stadtentwicklung) was made formally responsible for urban issues. Although 
several Social Democrats were heads of this ministry between 1998 and 
2009, and a Christian Democrat between 2009 and 2013, it focused mainly on 
transport, largely because this is where most of its budget and personnel were 
allocated (Egner et al. 2004, pp. 149–153).

However, a coalition cabinet formed by Social Democrats and the Greens 
between 1998 and 2005 increased resources for urban regeneration, and the 
programme ‘Social City’ (briefly mentioned above and described in more 
detail below) was introduced in 1999. Furthermore, the Federal Minister for 
Transport, Building and Urban Development in the ‘grand coalition cabinet’, 
formed between 2005 and 2009 by Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) and 
Social Democrats (SPD), was the former mayor of Leipzig, Wolfgang 
Tiefensee. During this period, urban topics became important for federal gov-
ernment, and it was no coincidence that the EU Charter of Sustainable Urban 
Development was signed in Leipzig in 2007 during the German presidency 
of the EU. In addition, the National Urban Development Policy was born in 
an attempt to define the goals and principles of a national urban policy. Since 
then, the National Urban Development Policy has been a joint initiative of 
federal government, the states and the cities. It defines good urban policy as 
being sustainable, integrated and inclusive. In 2012, the agenda was renewed 
by publishing a memorandum on ‘urban energies’. Apart from some funding 
for pilot projects and research, instruments for implementing the agenda 
involve the joint financing schemes described above.

The change in federal government in 2009 brought a significant shift. 
Between 2009 and 2013, the government was formed at federal level by a coa-
lition of Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) and Liberals (FDP). The Ministry 
for Transport, Building and Urban Development was led during this time by 
Peter Ramsauer from the Bavarian CSU. He made a sharp cut in resources for 
urban regeneration, and in particular for the sub-programme ‘Social City’.

From 2013 to 2017, Germany was once again governed at federal level by 
a ‘grand coalition cabinet’. During this period, a Social Democrat (Barbara 
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Hendricks) was head of the ministry responsible for most urban issues, which 
was renamed the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation 
and Nuclear Safety. Once again, there was an increase in the resources availa-
ble for social urban regeneration.

After the election in September 2017, a ‘grand coalition cabinet’ was 
formed once again, and most urban issues became the responsibility of the 
Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community5 led by Horst Seehofer, the 
then chairman of the Bavarian CSU.

The process of making national urban policy in this period is complicated 
by the broad spectrum of tasks falling under the remit of this ministry which is 
responsible for urban issues at federal level. Concrete policy making depends 
heavily on processes linked to the national ‘problem-agenda’, dominated by 
certain ‘advocacy coalitions’ formed by different governmental actors (from 
different territorial levels) and non-governmental organisations. The way these 
groups jostle for position can sometimes produce explosive results.

Furthermore, it can be concluded that the SPD is inclined to do more for 
cities than the conservatives (housing and debt release). The Greens are proba-
bly the only party with a specific interest in urban policies (renewable energy, 
sustainable transport and migration policy). This can probably be explained by 
the fact that the ‘green-alternative’ urban middle class is a prominent supporter 
of this party. In fact, quite a few Green politicians belong to this urban milieu. 
However, even the Green Party rarely publishes specific urban policy agendas, 
and the other parties are not sufficiently engaged.

Despite the presence of the main parties, the most influential actors in terms 
of their stake in the matter are the three different local government associa-
tions. They all act on a national basis (addressing federal government):6

•	 The Städtetag represents the big cities, which are usually county-free 
cities. Hence, there is a partial overlap of interest with the Landkreistag 
(the association of counties, see below) because both groups have similar 
responsibilities (i.e. schools, social policies, public hospitals, public trans-
port). In addition, the Städtetag is more engaged in big-city topics such 
as the international competitiveness of urban centres and social cohesion 
(against a background of international migration and social segregation 
within urban centres). These are the main challenges for bigger cities, and 
in particular there is an argument that there should be financial compen-
sation for certain big-city infrastructure financed by the bigger cities, as 
this also serves people living in the surrounding counties. The president of 
the Städtetag is usually a mayor who is well known to the public, and who 
tries to bring together the voices of public opinion and ensure the cities are 
heard.
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•	 Smaller municipalities – usually those belonging to a county – are members 
of the Städte- und Gemeindebund, which has to cover a broad spectrum of 
concerns due to the diverse situation of its members (shrinkage, infrastruc-
ture provision in sparsely populated areas, broadband access, etc.).

•	 Finally, all German counties (the second tier of local government; see 
Egner and Heinelt 2011) are members of the German Landkreistag, the 
national association of counties. This is mainly concerned with issues such 
as running hospitals, and particularly provision for unemployment and 
other such needs which are not fully covered by federal welfare schemes.

These associations partly serve as lobby organisations and are usually con-
sulted by federal government even though they are not constitutional organs. 
The three local government associations have regional branches in the Länder, 
as the Länder, being the level of implementation, are of equal importance as 
the national arena.

Unlike in France, local politicians (mayors) rarely hold influential positions. 
Cumul de mandat is uncommon, if not forbidden, in Germany, and local poli-
ticians do not usually play a role in national politics.

As noted at the beginning, the federal states, which maintain a strong insti-
tutional position in the field of urban policies, can follow their own specific 
goals in terms of urban policy in their respective territories. However, with 
respect to national policies their aim is fairly straightforward and general. On 
the one hand, they try to secure their authority over local government. On the 
other hand, they act as strongholds for local self-government in that they try to 
avoid financial burdens for local government resulting from national policies. 
However, the motivation for this is not only to ensure that they shift tasks 
and financial burdens to the local level, but also to avoid financial problems 
for local government which force them to ask ‘their’ federal government for 
financial support (usually involving a change in fiscal equalisation schemes 
within individual federal states). If the federal states agree on a (usually joint) 
national urban policy or programme, they are keen to look for redistributive 
effects between the federal states, and between the federal level and the federal 
state level.

3.1	 What Is the Role and Influence of the EU?

From the 1990s onwards, EU urban policy has offered over the years a stable 
set of instruments, principles and funding opportunities for cities (Atkinson 
and Zimmermann 2016). As these initiatives have largely been part of 
Cohesion Policy, other policies such as sustainable urban mobility (SUMP) 
and smart city initiatives can also be considered EU urban policy, as can 
environmental regulation, which is less frequently considered urban policy but 
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which has huge impacts on local politics and planning (air pollution control, 
noise reduction, Seveso III directive). In Germany’s case, EU urban policy 
was not particularly relevant until the early 2000s when, with the advent of 
EU programmes such as URBAN, area-based initiatives were introduced 
throughout Germany (Zimmermann 2008). The integrated approach was 
innovative and triggered substantial changes in the way policies were designed 
for disadvantaged neighbourhoods. It is important to note that the URBAN 
approach found resonance in federal states such as North Rhine-Westphalia, 
Bremen, Hamburg and Berlin, which were instrumental in co-designing ini-
tiatives before the federal government established a nationwide programme 
(‘Soziale Stadt’). This makes it an interesting case of national policy diffusion 
(Häussermann 2006).

3.2	 Why Should National Government Intervene?

Although it can hardly be considered a universal rule, federal government 
tends to intervene in principle when a group of federal states submit a claim 
for financial help, often in agreement with the three local government associa-
tions. Examples include the recent turn in social housing policy, or compensa-
tion for the costs of integrating refugees. Federal government has rarely set up 
initiatives without a request from the states. The National Urban Development 
Policy introduced by Minister Tiefensee is an exception to this rule. The reason 
for this could be the path-dependency inscribed in the constitution. The authors 
of the constitution assumed that the division of tasks and fiscal relationships 
in German federalism, along with the strong status of local self-government, 
would mean that federal financial aid for cities would be exceptional. In fact, 
the relevant articles (104b and 91a) of the Basic Law (the German constitu-
tion) state that federal aid for municipalities (and the states) is possible during 
a nationwide economic crisis or for balancing economic disparities throughout 
Germany. These rules still apply, and they define the role of federal govern-
ment, although urban development assistance has become a permanent task 
over the years.

However, as will become clear later, national government needed cities 
as ‘agents’ in order to implement policies and programmes tackling climate 
change (energy efficiency, renewables, etc.) (Zimmermann, Boghrat and 
Weber 2015). This constitutes a slightly different type of national urban policy. 
It is supplementary to the old ‘help for cities in need’ and has become ‘cities as 
agents of co-implementation’ for national climate-policy objectives.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


National urban policies in a federal system: the case of Germany 25

4.	 SPECIFIC POLICIES

4.1	 Urban Regeneration and Urban Development Assistance

Urban development assistance continues to be the most relevant building block 
in what remains an implicit national urban policy (Altrock 2012). Established 
in times of urban crisis in the early 1970s, the programme turned out to be 
a flexible and adaptable instrument for supporting cities in solving problems 
of urban renewal. For cities, the programme is a reliable and necessary source 
of funding. While defining goals and policy issues is the result of negotiations 
between the states and federal government, implementing these programmes 
is the remit of the states and the local level, and federal government allocates 
a large proportion of its resources within an agreed policy framework. The 
overall objective of this programme is to facilitate intervention in areas with 
functional deficits such as lack of public infrastructure and green spaces or 
substandard housing. In addition, the programme allows for measures in the 
realm of heritage conservation. In terms of eligibility, the way the programme 
is regulated makes broad participation from cities of all sizes a possibility. In 
other words, although there is a social deprivation component in the distribu-
tion of the funds, the programme is not restricted to a few cities which are most 
in need.

Over the years, several new components have been added to this joined-up 
federal policy. One example of this evolutionary development is the pro-
gramme ‘Social City’ (Gemeinschaftsinitiative Soziale Stadt), launched in 
1999 (Häussermann 2006). The programme was an initiative of the states 
and of federal government, based on the existing scheme of joint financing 
for urban regeneration. The aim of the initiative was to overcome sectorally 
fragmented attempts to solve complex problems in deprived urban neighbour-
hoods. The previous urban regeneration policy had been considered inadequate 
because it was very strict in the sense that only measures for physical renewal 
could be financed, and no investments could be made in social infrastructure 
or economic development. Some federal states introduced programmes of this 
kind before 1999 and continued with profiled complementary policies (North 
Rhine-Westphalia, Hamburg, Bremen, Berlin). Since 1999, the amount and 
regulation of funding for this programme has been renegotiated each year 
between the states and federal government. However, some core elements of 
the programme have remained stable over the years, specifically the emphasis 
on integrated solutions to solve social problems in deprived urban neighbour-
hoods, and the requirement that individual projects have to be match-funded 
by the federal government, the state and the participating city. In theory, each 
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level has to contribute one-third of the overall costs, but the cities’ share is 
often partly covered by state governments.

Between 1999 and 2013, 617 areas in 378 municipalities benefited from this 
programme. The federal government’s annual contribution was 51.1 million 
euros in 1999, and reached 110 million in 2006 (BMUB 2014). Following 
a change in government and the appointment of a new minister (see section 
3), the federal contribution dropped to 28.5 million in 2011, and extra funding 
for pilot projects introduced in 2006 was stopped. In 2014, the new Social 
Democrat minister in the grand coalition raised the contribution from 40 
million euros in 2013 to 150 million euros (ibid.). This illustrates that an inte-
grated approach to urban regeneration is well established, but that its fortunes 
depend on political fluctuations. The ‘Social City’ programme was, at least in 
part, heavily influenced by the EU’s URBAN initiative (Häussermann 2006).

In a rather similar way, shrinking cities became an issue at national level 
in the 2000s. Being a topic already in the 1990s, the issue of shrinking cities 
moved higher on the agenda, particularly in the eastern part of the Federal 
Republic (in the territory of the former German Democratic Republic), due 
to the migration of young people from the east to the west (or even south 
or south-west) of the country. Shrinkage in eastern German towns was also 
the result of a stagnating demographic development that happened all over 
Germany (Müller and Siedentop 2004). Against this background, the federal 
government launched a programme for the renewal of cities in Eastern 
Germany (Stadtumbau Ost) in 2002 (Kabisch, Bernt and Peter 2004). Initially, 
the programme financed the demolition of vacant buildings in order to stabi-
lise housing markets and enable ‘sustainable’ upgrading and stabilisation of 
urban neighbourhoods. The federal government was strongly supported by the 
governments of the East German states, because they were unable to finance 
a programme such as this on their own. As in the case of the ‘Social City’ pro-
gramme, the federal government, the federal states and the participating cities 
were required to match-fund the initiative and to adopt an integrated approach 
to urban renewal. In other words, cities have to present an integrated concept 
for urban development (Integriertes Stadtentwicklungskonzept) in order to 
take an active part in the programme. In total, 2.7 billion euros were spent on 
this programme between 2002 and 2013.7

Obviously, the financially weak states in Eastern Germany needed financial 
support from the federal level in order to carry out their part in this programme. 
However, demographic changes and shrinking cities became increasingly 
a nationwide problem. The programme ‘City Renewal – East’ was extended 
to the rest of Germany in 2004 under the name ‘City Renewal – West’ 
(Stadtumbau West), and now more than 443 West German cities are partic-
ipating. The programme ‘City Renewal – West’ also requires an integrated 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


National urban policies in a federal system: the case of Germany 27

concept for urban development, as well as match-funding between the federal 
government, the federal states and the participating cities.

Measures and tools for urban development assistance have also played a sig-
nificant role in the ‘turnaround in energy use’ (Energiewende) in Germany. 
Due to changes in the definition of functional deficits, which are the prerequi-
site for funding, urban development assistance can now also be used to refur-
bish houses in terms of insulation, energy efficiency and energy provision. 
Unlike the other programmes (shrinking cities, Social City, housing, urban 
renewal) which directly address local problems, the federal government’s 
energy policy seeks to instrumentalise an existing scheme to fulfil national 
policy targets (reduction of CO2 emissions).

In short, in recent decades, the federal government has often reacted to 
urban problems by working together with the states to adapt the general urban 
tool of an implicit national urban policy (urban development assistance), in 
order to help cities or to implement national policy goals. The latter is very 
clear in the example of the energy and climate policy.

4.2	 Reduction of Land Consumption – Recent Changes to the 
Federal Building Act

Land-use planning is another example of an indirect intervention by federal 
government into local politics, based on a nationally defined sustainability 
target. In 2002, the federal government published the German Goals for 
Sustainability. These included a target of reducing land consumption signifi-
cantly from ca. 129ha per day in 2002 to 30ha per day by 2020. However, the 
federal government is not allowed to prescribe binding quantitative targets 
for the states or municipalities, as spatial planning falls within the compe-
tence of the states. One way to implement the national sustainability goals 
involved changing the Federal Building Act with the consent of the states. In 
fact, changes to the Federal Building Act in 2006 and 2013 gave priority to 
inner-city development (reuse of brownfield sites) by making it easier to obtain 
planning and building permission in inner-city areas. These measures were 
accompanied by an amendment to Article 1 of the Building Act, which now 
includes a sentence giving priority to ‘Innenentwicklung’ (development of the 
built-up area of an inner-city).

The impact of this measure is not clear. Unlike the UK, where national plan-
ning guidance stipulates that 60 per cent of new housing construction should 
take place on brownfield sites, the law gives instruments to municipalities but 
does not define quantitative targets for cities to meet. In addition, restrictions 
for greenfield development are not too strong.

A more recent development is the 2016 amendment to the Federal Building 
Act, which introduced ‘Urbane Gebiete’ (urban areas) as a new category for 
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local zoning plans. This new category allows building permission to be granted 
for residential houses in mixed-use zones (commercial areas in particular), 
which indicates a partial end to the principles of strict separation of functions. 
The measure was taken by federal government in response to the increasing 
shortage of affordable housing in big cities. There are no data yet in terms of 
how successful the initiative is, but hopes that this measure will significantly 
change the urban housing-market situation are far too optimistic.

These two examples show that federal government defines nationwide 
policy goals or principles for certain sectors of urban development (affordable 
housing, land consumption, etc.), but that implementation is cumbersome 
in reality, as local land-use planning operates at arm’s length from federal 
government.

4.3	 Local Government as part of the German Welfare State – the 
Case of Labour-Market Policy

The most recent major labour-market reform in Germany, which came into 
force in January 2005, can be characterised as indirectly related to urban pol-
icies because it reduced the financial burdens of local government. It did this 
by shifting the responsibility for paying benefits to unemployed people from 
the county and (county-free) cities to the federal level. However, the main 
aim of this reform was a fundamental policy change in terms of the German 
welfare state. In total, expenditure in the counties and big (county-free) cities 
for people in need (which is not reimbursed by federal government) decreased 
from 8.44 billion euros in 2004 to 676.3 million euros in 2006 (Federal Office 
for Statistics 2007).

In terms of urban policies, it is interesting to note that this reform only 
obtained the necessary consent of the second chamber at federal level 
(Bundesrat) after a compromise was agreed between the federal government 
and the majority of the governments of the federal states. This compromise 
involved who was responsible for labour-market policy for the long-term 
unemployed, and therefore related to the role of counties and big (county-free) 
cities in the German welfare state. While the responsibility for labour-market 
policy for the short-term unemployed (fewer than 12 months) remained within 
the remit of the Federal Employment Agency and its local branches,8 respon-
sibility for the long-term unemployed is now shared in a number of different 
ways between the Federal Employment Agency and the counties (Landkreise) 
or the big (county-exempt) cities. However, job centres were established to 
coordinate the services and payments of the local branches of the Federal 
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Employment Agency and local government.9 These job centres are organised 
either as

•	 ‘joint agencies’ (Arbeitsgemeinschaften/ARGE), later renamed ‘joint facil-
ities’ (gemeinsame Einrichtungen; see below), of a local employment 
agency and the local government department responsible, or

•	 what is known as ‘Optionskommune’. These are Landkreise and larger 
municipalities which provide all services on their own and are responsible 
for all payments (including expenditure for unemployment assistance/
Arbeitslosengeld II for which they are reimbursed by federal govern-
ment). They are called ‘Optionskommunen’ because Landkreise and larger 
municipalities had the opportunity to ‘opt’ for this organisational structure 
(Konle-Seidl, Eichhorst and Grienberger-Zingerle 2007).

In December 2007, the German Supreme Court decided that the ‘joint agen-
cies’ (Arbeitsgemeinschaften) were not in line with the German constitution 
because ‘mixing the administration’ of levels of government could blur polit-
ical accountability. Furthermore, it was argued by the German Supreme Court 
that ‘mixed administration’ by local government and the Federal Employment 
Agency could bring into question the constitutionally guaranteed right of local 
self-government. In June 2010, a federal law was passed allowing ‘joint facil-
ities’ (gemeinsame Einrichtungen) instead of ‘joint agencies’, and it increased 
the number of ‘Optionskommunen’. In 2018, there were 303 ‘joint facilities’ 
and 104 ‘Optionskommunen’.10

The growing involvement of local government in the challenging field of 
labour-market policy demonstrates their vital role in social policy in Germany. 
However, the example also demonstrates the strength of the idea of local 
self-government in Germany.

5.	 CONCLUSION

In terms of the distinction between implicit or explicit and direct or indi-
rect national urban policies, the German model clearly presents a mixture 
of all four types. Based on the institutional setting (federalism and local 
self-government), the default approach is indirect and implicit. Federal 
government provides resources, sometimes in an instrumental form as an 
incentive to change local policy practices or as a temporary funding scheme 
for sectoral policy (e.g. energy, social policies, mobility, urban green), though 
these resources are usually only tacked onto the general capacity of local gov-
ernments to solve urban problems. In addition, provision of these resources is 
under the control of the states.
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Urban development assistance is an exception to this, as it is a direct and 
explicit place-based policy for urban regeneration. In recent years, there has 
been a clear attempt to integrate place-based and people-centred policies.

Occasionally, national policy interventions can be observed which directly 
address urban problems (integration of refugees, affordable housing, mobil-
ity in the context of the diesel scandal), but even in these exceptional cases 
national government does not define binding targets or standards. The mecha-
nism largely involves funding. Energy policy and reducing land consumption 
are examples of the federal government’s limited capacity to fulfil national 
policy targets through national urban policy. Energy and climate change are 
notable exceptions, but again, the success of some German cities in this policy 
area is based on local initiatives which make intensive use of the available 
funding mechanisms and planning instruments.

The current form of national urban policies in Germany is the result of 
a system of veto-players in German federalism, and state governments are 
clearly the gate keepers. In terms of general reflections on urban policies in 
Germany, it is worth noting that programmes for city renewal are a result of 
package deals between the federal states and the federal government. These 
package deals are typical of policy making in the German multi-level system, 
where a ‘joint-decision trap’ can only be avoided with the agreement of the 
federal states. From the point of view of local governments, stronger national 
policy on urban issues would ultimately be a mixed blessing. They welcome 
more resources but fear more direct control, particularly in terms of binding 
targets, and this position finds support with the states.

NOTES

1.	 The so-called diesel scandal began in September 2015, when US authorities 
discovered that car manufacturer VW had manipulated a considerable number 
of diesel engines in order to meet exhaust-threshold values. This also happened 
in Germany where cities were struggling to meet the objectives of EU air-quality 
regulation. Hence, one of the measures discussed involved a ban on diesel cars, but 
no level of government was in favour of this.

2.	 This chapter was written before the COVID-19 pandemic.
3.	 Figures are taken from: https://​www​.nationale​-stad​tentwicklu​ngspolitik​.de/​ 

(accessed 04.03.2020).
4.	 One of these agencies is the former Federal Agency for Housing and Spatial 

Planning (Bundesanstalt für Bauwesen und Raumordung), now called the Federal 
Institute of Housing, Urban and Spatial Research (Bundesinstitut für Bau-, Stadt- 
und Raumforschung).

5.	 The official German name for the ministry is ‘Bundesministerium des Innern, für 
Bau und Heimat’. On the ministry’s website, this name is translated into English 
as ‘Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community’.
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6.	 It should be mentioned that there is a strong lobby for the rural parts of Germany, 
in particular in Bavaria and Lower Saxony, but also in North Rhine-Westphalia 
and Baden-Württemberg.

7.	 http://​www​.​staedtebau​foerderung​.info/​StBauF/​DE/​Programm/​StadtumbauWest/​
stadtumbau​_west​_node​.html (accessed 14.02.2016).

8.	 In Germany, unemployed people can claim earnings-related unemployment 
benefit for a maximum of one year, provided they have paid social security 
contributions for at least two years. Unemployed people over 50 can claim for 
a maximum of two years, provided they have paid social-security contributions for 
at least five years.

9.	 Unemployed people who are not or who are no longer eligible for earnings-related 
unemployment benefits funded by social-security contributions can claim 
means-tested unemployment assistance (Arbeitslosengeld II). This flat-rate 
benefit (in 2018, 416 euros for a single person, and each partner in a household 
receives less) is funded by the federal government through tax income and is 
paid out either by the local branches of the Federal Employment Agency or an 
‘Optionskommune’. Local branches of the Federal Employment Agency also 
offer services such as job placement and occupational guidance for this group of 
(usually long-term) unemployed. In addition, Landkreise and larger municipalities 
which do not belong to a Landkreis are in charge of additional payments, such as 
housing payments, and social services.

10.	 See https://​statistik​.arbeitsagentur​.de/​Navigation/​Statistik/​Grundlagen/​Regionale​
-Gliederungen/​Gebiets struktur-Traeger-Grundsicherung-Nav.html (accessed 
19.01.2021).
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3.	 Acting for cities and towns? The 
perpetual reinvention of categories 
and tools of national urban policies in 
France
Christophe Demazière and Olivier Sykes

1.	 INTRODUCTION

1.1	 Current Local Government System and Recent Changes 
Impacting on Urban Policies

France is a unitary state with decentralisation that began in the 1980s and 
continuously deepened in the following decades. The three levels of local 
government (regions, departments and municipalities) are freely managed by 
elected councils, using their own resources and allocations from the state. All 
layers of subnational governments are autonomous and none exercises control 
over another.

The fragmentation of municipalities is extreme in France. There are 35 000 
communes, that is, 40 per cent of all municipalities in the European Union for 
only 13 per cent of the European population. Due to high financial autonomy 
many municipalities used to compete for economic and residential develop-
ment, including within the same conurbation. This is why national govern-
ments have favoured the creation of établissements publics de coopération 
intercommunale (EPCIs – public intercommunal cooperation institutions) 
to which municipalities voluntarily transfer resources such as the tax paid 
by companies, and strategic competences such as economic development, 
culture and housing. These EPCIs are eligible for major government subsi-
dies, which has encouraged municipalities to engage in them. Although the 
elected members of these structures are elected at the municipal level and not 
directly to the EPCIs, the latter must be considered a key (and a fourth) level 
of French territorial authority. Acknowledging the very small size of the core 
municipality, many mayors of large cities created an EPCI with their suburban 
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colleagues and were able to launch very ambitious regeneration, public trans-
port or cultural projects (Demazière and Sykes 2020).

Since 2010, France has witnessed major territorial reform and a redefini-
tion of the levels of subnational government and their competences. This has 
involved an enlargement of the perimeters and capacities to act of regions, and 
a reinforcement of the groupings of municipalities mentioned above. In rural 
areas, the population of an EPCI should now be at least 15 000 inhabitants, 
which has caused many mergers. In large cities, in response to the growing 
power of inter-municipal associations, a new category of EPCIs was created: 
the ‘métropoles’ (Demazière and Sykes 2020). This institutional reform was 
put forward by mayors of large cities who, in the case of France, used to be also 
members of the parliament and of national government for a long period.1 But 
it also shows a clear evolution in urban policy in the context of austerity for the 
national public finances: the state leaves ‘métropoles’ to deal with the current 
challenges of urban development.

Between 2010 and 2016, two successive reforms of local authorities were 
carried out, first by a right-wing government and then by a socialist govern-
ment. The reform was prefigured by an official report to President Nicolas 
Sarkozy, which proposed the reduction of the number of regions through 
mergers, comprehensive national coverage of intercommunal cooperation, and 
the setting of a population threshold for any EPCI. At the time, not all these 
measures were implemented, many parliamentarians of all sides being hostile 
to them. The law made possible the creation of a métropole for any municipal 
grouping of more than 500 000 inhabitants. However, initially, only in Nice 
was a métropole created.

In 2015, under President Hollande, the Loi portant nouvelle organisation 
territoriale de la République (NOTRe – law on the new organisation of the 
territory of the Republic) clarified the responsibilities of the different levels of 
territorial authorities. The number of regions was reduced from 22 to 13 with, 
in addition, 5 regions overseas. The justification put forward by the govern-
ment for this reform was the need to establish regions of ‘European size’ – that 
is, more comparable to those in other European countries. However, public 
management seems a more plausible explanation. While the national govern-
ment had continuously supported the growth of local spending by increasing 
its grants, it changed tack in 2015, reducing subsidies to local governments for 
three years, and making a return to a stable level of support contingent on the 
efforts of local governments to limit their expenditure.

The creation of metropolitan government shows a continuity between gov-
ernments of the right and left. In 2010, a right-wing government decided that 
Paris – the biggest municipality in France – should unite with others while 
gaining the special status of ‘métropole du Grand Paris’. This controversial 
project was continued by the socialist government after 2012. The Greater 
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Paris metropolis was legally created in 2016, grouping Paris with 130 munic-
ipalities. In 2014, the Loi de modernisation de l’action publique territoriale 
et d’affirmation des métropoles (MAPTAM – law for the modernisation of 
territorial public action and affirmation of the metropolises) designated eight 
‘métropoles’ each having more than 400 000 inhabitants in a wider urban 
region of more than 650 000 inhabitants.2 The president of the métropole is 
elected by the metropolitan councillors, who are firstly local councillors of the 
constituent municipalities. As mentioned above, Nice is already such a group-
ing and Greater Paris has its own bespoke arrangements. In spite of the strong 
opposition from the mayors of Provence, the métropole of Aix-Marseille 
Provence was created at the scale of the entire functional urban region. In 
Lyon, the most complete form of metropolitan governance in France has taken 
shape, as the métropole has absorbed the policy fields of the department du 
Rhône within its boundaries and in 2020 the metropolitan councillors have 
been elected directly by the population for the first time.

1.2	 Current Challenges of Urban Areas

France has 67 million inhabitants within a territory covering 550 000 km2, and 
its population density is quite low (119 hab./sq. km in 2018). Urbanisation took 
place later than in other Western European countries. It was mainly during the 
1950s and 1960s, when Fordist industries attracted rural populations, that large 
cities but also small towns underwent a process of growth. Urban development 
then often took the form of large-scale social housing units and industrial parks 
(Demazière 2017).

Regarding the recent challenges to be addressed by urban areas, there is no 
official document from the government. In the 1990s, there was an attempt 
to develop a schéma national d’aménagement du territoire (national land use 
plan), but the exercise proved to be too complex and it was replaced by sectoral 
blueprints, which had little influence. To account for the present situation 
of urban areas, we refer here to the Observatoire des territoires (Territorial 
Observatory), an official body that has been set up by the ministry in charge 
of regional planning so as to inform public decision-makers. Its role has been 
to provide evidence in the face of growing political debates that put forward 
a binary view of spatial disparities, a ‘territorial divide’ setting ‘winners’ 
against ‘losers’ and ‘centres’ against ‘peripheries’.

The report of the Observatoire des territoires (2017) reveals two superim-
posed geographies that help to make sense of the challenges faced by urban 
areas in France. First, four groups of regions are experiencing very different 
evolutions in population and employment. Due to their demographic and 
economic dynamism, Atlantic and Mediterranean coastal areas, along with the 
Rhone Valley, stand out from the north-eastern quarter of France affected by 
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deindustrialisation, and from a central region with sluggish demographics due 
to a very noticeable ageing of its population. The capital region, Île-de-France, 
concentrates 21 per cent of the country’s jobs and 18 per cent of its population, 
and produces around 30 per cent of the country’s GDP. It is also the French 
region where population and employment have increased most since 1999.

Second, it is possible to distinguish major types of areas (metropolises, 
medium-sized towns, and periurban and rural areas) with differing dynamics 
and problems. Overall, large cities have benefited more from recent economic 
changes than medium-sized towns and rural areas, and an increasing polarisa-
tion of the largest urban areas can be observed in all regions, resulting in the 
expansion of periurban areas. In contrast, various thinly populated areas have 
been experiencing population and employment losses for several decades. But 
these major variances in overall dynamism mask a huge heterogeneity at the 
local level.

Large cities (taken here to mean urban areas with over 200 000 inhabitants, 
apart from Paris) accommodate 38 per cent of the country’s population and 39 
per cent of its jobs, and account for an even greater part of its demographic and 
economic growth over recent years (Observatoire des territoires 2017). Among 
these large agglomerations, those in the west and south (Nantes, Bordeaux, 
Toulouse etc.) recorded the most growth. In contrast, the large agglomerations 
in the east and north recorded growth levels lower than the national average, 
although still higher than the pace of growth in their respective regions. 
Fast-growing agglomerations face serious problems of congestion and are 
also extremely unequal areas: the ratio between the incomes of the wealthiest 
10 per cent and the poorest 10 per cent households varies from 3.9 to 4.1 in 
most metropolises, as against 3.5 for France as a whole. They therefore face 
particularly significant social and territorial cohesion issues.

Small towns (urban areas with 5000 to 20 000 inhabitants) and medium-sized 
towns (having between 20 000 and 100 000 inhabitants) heavily depend on the 
dynamism of the region to which they belong and/or to their proximity to 
a metropolitan area (Demazière 2017). Some are dynamic, but representations 
in the French media generally stress the problems of small urban centres facing 
job losses and periurbanisation of the population. Such towns experience the 
cumulative effects of decline: fewer inhabitants and jobs, vacant accommoda-
tion, and closing of services (Berroir et al. 2019). As consumers tend to prefer 
shopping malls in peripheral areas over their city-centre counterparts, the core 
municipalities of small towns record the country’s highest vacancy rate for 
businesses (IGF-CGEDD 2016).

The devitalisation of urban centres outside metropolitan regions is increas-
ingly seen as being a major challenge to the country’s territorial cohesion. 
In contrast, the economic and demographic dynamism displayed by large 
French cities has nurtured the idea of a territorial divide between metropolises, 
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bastions of the elite that bear up well, and forgotten peripheral areas that are 
seen as abandoned (Guilluy 2014). This view is obviously too schematic: it 
is quite simply impossible to group all territories classified as ‘metropolises’, 
‘small towns’ or ‘isolated rural areas’ into the same categories, as there is far 
too much variation in their development trajectories and in their inhabitants’ 
profiles (Berroir et al. 2019). Nevertheless, the simplicity of the image of a ter-
ritorial divide, the rise of the extreme right vote in ‘peripheral areas’ through 
the last two decades and the recent ‘Yellow Vests’ movement have extended 
the list of places national urban policies might target, at the risk of reducing 
their visibility and/or efficiency.

2.	 EVOLUTION OF NATIONAL URBAN POLICIES

To understand what has changed in the national urban policies in France over 
recent decades, we need to go back to the 1980s when a socialist government 
(the first ever during the Fifth Republic) both launched decentralisation and 
developed a policy targeting disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Decentralisation 
was continued through the following decades. It forced the state apparatus to 
modify its role, being much less present and active in urban areas, but rather 
‘steering at distance’ (Epstein 2015) the initiatives of local governments. On 
the other hand, ‘a solution to the problems of disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
has eluded policy makers (…), primarily as a result of a failure to develop 
a coherent multi-faceted response to this multi-faceted problem’ (Hall and 
Hickman 2002, p. 691).

2.1	 Period 1981–2002: Most Difficult Places First

Central and local government’s policy towards urban areas can be divided 
into two key areas: policies that seek to address conurbations and urban areas 
as a whole, and those which address deprived neighbourhoods within cities 
(Couch et al. 2011). It is the latter group of policies that collectively constitute 
France’s politique de la ville (city policy), but in order to gain a full appre-
ciation of the context within which policy for urban areas sits, it is useful to 
consider the evolution of wider regional policy approaches in France.

2.1.1	 National regional policy and policy concerned with national 
urban structure

In France, a spatially informed national regional policy approach known as 
aménagement du territoire (AT) was established in the 1960s, reflecting 
a concern to secure a better balance of development between the Paris region 
and the rest of France. The creation of the Délégation à l’Aménagement du 
Territoire et à l’Action Régionale (DATAR) and the designation of 12 major 
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urban centres outside the Paris region as ‘métropoles d’équilibre’ (balancing 
metropolises) were emblematic of this policy (Demazière 2006). From the 
mid-1970s until the 1990s, economic crisis and restructuring, unemployment, 
state reform and European integration changed the context for the pursuit of 
AT. The goal was no longer to just redistribute growth away from Paris, but 
to address problems like unemployment caused by deindustrialisation and 
to attract inward investment. Since the 1990s, France’s approach to regional 
policy increasingly shifted to an ‘endogenous’ model, the goal being to foster 
the development of regions by encouraging them to draw on their attributes, 
with the state playing a supportive role through the use of territorial ‘con-
tracts’. The latter were typically signed between the state and cities – for 
example, a contrat d’agglomération (conurbation contract) could be used 
to take a strategic and long-term view of a conurbation’s development, and 
within these a contrat de ville (town contract) could address the development 
and social and territorial cohesion needs of a particular neighbourhood (Couch 
et al. 2011).

2.1.2	 Disadvantaged neighbourhoods: the invention of a partnership 
policy à la française

In the early 1980s, the state set up the politique de la ville, which literally 
translates as ‘city policy’ but in fact is more specifically targeted at ‘disadvan-
taged’ neighbourhoods. It was around this time that social problems began to 
become more evident in the large suburban housing estates of the ‘banlieues’ 
(suburbs). These had been constructed between the 1950s and 1970s to meet 
the housing needs of a nation experiencing rapid population growth, migra-
tion from rural to urban areas, and industrialisation. Many of the apartment 
buildings in such areas had deteriorated over time and this, combined with 
a frequent lack of facilities and good transport links to employment centres, 
led many better-off residents to move out to be closer to city centres, or to 
seek accommodation in houses rather than flats (Couch et al. 2011). The end 
of the 30-year period of post-WW2 economic growth also meant that many of 
the remaining residents faced problems such as unemployment, poor access to 
services and poor estate management. These issues often affected many of the 
immigrant families who had come to France to sustain the country’s economic 
growth and modernisation but now faced challenging economic conditions and 
reduced employment opportunities.

In July 1981, disaffected youths, the majority of whom were unemployed 
and of immigrant heritage, confronted the forces of law and order in the 
suburbs of Lyon. In response the socialist government launched a large-scale 
‘policy for the city’ aimed at ending social exclusion among such groups and 
in such areas. From 1982 until 1988, a programme called Développement 
social des quartiers (DSQ) (Social Development of Neighbourhoods) was 
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funded by central government. It focused on issues of education and social, 
economic and public order problems. Reflecting the increased decentralisa-
tion of responsibilities from the central state to communes, responsibility for 
running the DSQ programme was handed to local mayors.

In 1988 the politique de la ville became more institutionalised. A Délégation 
interministérielle à la ville (DIV – inter-ministerial delegation for cities) was 
established to mobilise the various city policy makers (central government 
staff, local governments, non-profit organisations). Local authorities and the 
state worked together to implement a pluriannual programme of integrated 
urban development, and 214 contrats de ville (CDV) were put in place in the 
1988–1996 period. CDVs pursued a more global ‘conurbation’ approach than 
DSQ, looking at wider economic and social issues and how disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods could be improved. They were integrated into the Contrats 
de plan Etat-Région. These were ‘conceived as a vehicle for reconciling 
the imperative to address social exclusion in an integrated manner with the 
fragmentation of local governance that was reinforced by the decentralisation 
programme’ (Hall and Hickman 2002, p. 692).

In 1990, in the wake of more serious urban riots in Lyon and Mantes-la-Jolie, 
the government established a Ministère de la ville (Ministry for Urban 
Affairs), and in 1991 the Loi d’orientation pour la ville (framework law for 
cities) was passed. This sought to secure a greater social mix of housing 
tenures between the communes in urban areas by obliging agglomerations with 
more than 200 000 inhabitants to provide at least 20 per cent social housing. 
By the mid-1990s, however, there was a feeling that the principles intended to 
inform contrats de ville were not always being applied in practice, and that, 
in particular, public interventions continued to be along sectoral lines rather 
than adopting an integrated approach to neighbourhoods (Lelévrier 1999). 
The Pacte de relance pour la ville (PRV), launched in response in 1996 by the 
right-of-centre Juppé government, is seen by Hall and Hickman (2002, p. 693) 
as representing a return to the emphasis on ‘spatial positive discrimination’ 
that had characterised the earlier DSQ. The new initiative designated 751 
so-called zones urbaines sensibles (ZUSs – vulnerable urban areas), which 
were facing problems such as poor housing and high unemployment. The 
introduction of ZUSs was accompanied by the establishment within these 
areas of zones franches urbaines (ZFUs – economic opportunity zones). For 
Hall and Hickman (2002, p. 693) the ZFUs signal a ‘brief flirtation on the part 
of the French authorities with “Anglo-Saxon” style economic regeneration, 
based on fiscal deregulation, in the form of enterprise zones’.
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2.2	 Period 2002–2012: Promoting Economic Competitiveness and 
Implementing Urban Renewal

In the first decade of the 21st century, like several other European countries, 
France experienced a shift from a Keynesian welfare state to a Schumpeterian 
workfare state (Jessop 1993). Here the state is no longer concerned primarily 
with the goal of full employment, but with the competitiveness of the national 
economy – which may eventually lead to a high level of employment. In 
France, the politique de la ville was transformed by ‘roll back policies’ (Tickell 
and Peck 2003) designed to undermine the institutions and policies of the 
post-war welfare state. On the other hand, in the name of aménagement du 
territoire, a ‘roll-out neoliberalism’ developed that sought to foster economic 
competitiveness (Demazière 2006).

2.2.1	 Aménagement du territoire – from balancing growth to 
promoting competitiveness

In 2004, a call for projects – entitled ‘Pour un rayonnement européen des 
métropoles françaises – Appel à coopération métropolitaine’ (To develop the 
European influence of French metropolises – Call for metropolitan cooper-
ation) – was launched by DATAR aimed at the large European-scale urban 
regions in France (except the Paris region). The aim was not to organise specif-
ically cooperation between a large city and its surrounding suburban groupings 
of municipalities. Rather, by suggesting the formation of alliances between 
areas in a single urban region or in different urban areas, it opened the way 
for cooperation between actors interested in the development of large cities 
rather than in forming or reinforcing territorial cohesion. The call for projects 
had a strong economic rationale and was based on two observations. First, it 
stressed the essential role of cities in the economic development of France. 
Second, it showed the limited economic weight of the French cities compared 
to other European countries. In general, French cities with more than 200 000 
inhabitants are under-developed regarding financial services, have a weak 
scientific influence and a modest activity in terms of international trade fairs 
and congresses (Rozenblat and Cicille 2003).

The call for applications focused policies on a new scale of public action: 
the ‘métropole’, defined as areas with a minimum of 500 000 inhabitants which 
included at least one urban district with over 200 000 inhabitants and several 
medium-sized towns. This definition allowed about 42 urban areas to be iden-
tified for potential cooperation.

The call for metropolitan cooperation was fairly successful. DATAR 
received 20 applications (which involved 40 urban areas) and it selected 15. 
Local authorities were supposed to develop a metropolitan project, and later on 
a ‘metropolitan contract’ would be signed for the period 2007–2013. However, 
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the policy had a short life. The government announced soon after that it would 
not sign any contract, due to a lack of financial resources. The failure of this 
initiative ‘confirmed that the State no longer has the means of conducting 
a metropolitan policy, and it is therefore up to the areas themselves, towns, 
urban districts, and often départements, as well as their stakeholders (…) to 
take it up’ (Vanier 2007, p. 79).

2.2.2	 New aims and new methods for la politique de la ville
In 2002, following the election of a centre-right government, there was 
a feeling that the approaches of the previous decades to try and improve the 
urban environment had shown their limitations. In an influential report to the 
government, Jean-Pierre Sueur (1998), then deputy-mayor of Orléans, was 
critical of the way in which the contrats de villes had been implemented. He 
argued that their content was not fully comprehensive, objectives were vague, 
procedures were complex and evaluation was inadequate.

In 2003 a Loi sur la rénovation urbaine (law on urban renovation) 
launched a five-year programme which developed a physical approach to 
urban regeneration. The ‘Programme national pour la rénovation urbaine’ 
(PNRU – National urban renewal programme) promoted work on public 
spaces and services and significant interventions on the housing front in 150 
neighbourhoods, with the demolition and reconstruction of 200 000 dwellings 
and the rehabilitation of a further 200 000. The DIV has lost its ability to coor-
dinate the urban policy, as an Agence nationale pour la renovation urbaine 
(ANRU – National Urban Renewal Agency) was created with responsibility 
for overseeing the PNRU. The programme had the goal of renewing 530 neigh-
bourhoods with almost 4 million inhabitants by 2013 through an investment 
of 40 billion euros, with the oversight of the ANRU being intended to remove 
administrative obstacles. This approach marked a clear shift of the politique 
de la ville towards a physical approach to regeneration. It also meant a shift 
from a partnership with local governments to a state-led approach. In brief, the 
politique de la ville ‘abandoned the bottom-up and cross-sector approach that 
had characterised it, prioritising instead the implementation of a demolition–
reconstruction program, the objectives and content of which had been decided 
on at the national level, and the local version of which was carried out through 
calls for projects from cities’ (Epstein 2015, p. 468).

However, a turn away from the more social focus of previous programmes 
has been blamed in some quarters for the wave of riots which took place in 
November 2005. As a response, a National Agency for Social Cohesion and 
Equal Opportunities was established. In 2007, the contrats de villes (CDV) 
were replaced by contrats urbains de cohésion sociale (CUCs – urban con-
tracts for social cohesion). In a search for efficiency, these new contracts 
were signed for a shorter period of three years instead of the six-year term of 
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the CDVs, and they had multi-year action plans, unlike the CDVs which had 
one-year financial programmes.

During the 2007 presidential campaign, candidate Nicolas Sarkozy prom-
ised a ‘Marshall plan’ for the suburbs. After his election, he nominated as 
Secretary of State responsible for City Policy, Fadela Amara, who was a civil 
society activist. Amara drew the broad outlines of the ambitious plan Espoirs 
Banlieues (Hope for the suburbs) which was to focus on a hundred neigh-
bourhoods with social insertion through work, the fight against school failure, 
and urban regeneration as priorities. The context of economic crisis following 
2008 was not propitious for the funding of this programme. In December 2011, 
a few months before presidential elections, the successor of Amara, Maurice 
Leroy, explained that it was no longer the moment for expensive large-scale 
plans ‘because nobody believes’ in them and they are ‘now unrealistic in 
a financial context which forces us to be very vigilant in budgetary matters’.

In sum, the politique de la ville has focused on deprived neighbourhoods 
for decades, but it has kept swinging from interventions designed to address 
social issues to a physical ‘bricks and mortar’ approach. This evolvement 
echoes the debate surrounding the relative success or failure of such urban 
policy. Billions of francs were spent on the regeneration of housing estates 
and extra resources for schools and youth schemes in the suburbs, but such 
actions ultimately proved ineffectual (Epstein 2016). Reflecting on the PNRU, 
Lévy-Vroelant (2007) asks: ‘what is the added value of the upgrading of the 
built environment when the underlying problems are social and economic 
relating to lack of schooling, low qualifications and unemployment?’ (p. 115). 
This programme promotes urban renewal with the objective, in the long term, 
of eradicating social segregation; however, there is no mechanical relationship 
between the improvement of the living environment and social diversification. 
Actually, the inequalities between the inhabitants of the targeted districts and 
those of the agglomerations on which they depend have widened even more, 
particularly in terms of jobs, income and social mix (Epstein 2015).

2.3	 Period 2012–2017: In Search of ‘Égalité des Territoires’ in 
Times of Austerity

The ‘crise des banlieues’ (crisis in the suburbs) continues to be an important 
political issue in France and one which attracts much attention from the media 
(Epstein 2016). To a certain extent, la politique de la ville has taken the form 
of successive recovery plans, their contents and their instruments taking 
quite similar forms. Often preceded by spectacular riots, each new cycle is 
announced with great fanfare and very ambitious objectives, yet these policies 
never seem to reach their goals. Maybe for this reason, other urban areas have 
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emerged in the last decade as being ‘in crisis’ and as meriting a national policy, 
namely small and medium-sized towns.

2.3.1	 A plan for all poor urban areas?
After 30 years of politique de la ville that remains both centralised and highly 
territorialised, with a strong predominance given to place, the expected socio-
economic changes do not seem to have occurred. Faced with this observation, 
after 2012 the left-wing government under François Hollande wanted to over-
haul the zoning criteria and refocus actions on the districts most in difficulty.

The measures contained in the Loi de programmation pour la ville et la cohé-
sion urbaine (programming law for the city and urban cohesion) of February 
2014 revolved around four axes. The first was the revision of priorities, with 
the main objective being to target state spending on a more limited number of 
districts (reduced from 2500 to 1000). The second aim was to mobilise sectoral 
policies and to reaffirm the need for territorial solidarity. Henceforth 1294 
districts were to be covered by a single contrat de ville (CDV) (compared with 
2493 CUCs previously), to be signed between the state and all local actors 
(local authorities, employment agency, family allowance fund, etc.) for the 
2015–2020 period. The CDVs integrate the social and the urban, by creating 
a unique and ‘global’ intervention approach on an inter-municipal scale. They 
are very similar in their structure and their aims to those signed in the 1990s 
(Epstein 2016). The third aim was to complete the urban renewal programme 
and even to launch a new generation of operations. Quite innovatively, the last 
commitment aimed at involving residents in decisions and projects, including 
a co-elaboration of CDVs. To this end, citizens’ councils were set up in each 
neighbourhood, so as to give inhabitants a real power to act. This meant a 
‘significant evolution of public discourse on working-class neighbourhoods 
and their inhabitants, who are no longer presented as the cause of problems but 
as actors in their resolution and in the implementation of (light) participatory 
mechanisms’ (Epstein 2016, p. 4).

The zoning reform was made by identifying priority neighbourhoods on 
the basis of a single criterion: the urban concentration of population whose 
resources are less than 60 per cent of the national median income, that is, 
the poverty line. Income was seen as a simple (thus easily understandable) 
criterion capable of capturing relatively well all the demographic and socio-
economic characteristics used to geographically define the previous priority 
areas: unemployment, large families, structure of the housing stock and so on. 
However, zoning implies that financial resources are mostly oriented towards 
specific territories and objectives (place-based policies). In France, there are 
difficulties in developing people-based policies and in integrating this empow-
erment, which is at the heart of urban policies in other countries (Donzelot 
2003).
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Due to the redefinition of eligibility criteria, small and medium-sized towns 
– that is, urban units centred on central municipalities of between 20 000 and 
100 000 residents – were suddenly brought within the new geography of the 
politique de la ville. Indeed, while metropolitan city centres have benefited 
since the 1980s from revitalisation policies and growth dynamics, many of 
the central districts of second tier cities experienced negative trends including 
depopulation and impoverishment of their inhabitants. As of 2017, according 
to the Ministry for Urban Affairs, 169 medium-sized towns (out of an identi-
fied total of 197) include one or more neighbourhoods classified under the new 
policy and 98 benefit from the PNRU. Outside Île-de-France, 76 old centres 
in small and medium-sized towns have been identified as priority neighbour-
hoods, half of them being new to politique de la ville.

This spatial extension of the policy raises questions. To what extent is it 
possible to apply a policy essentially designed for the peripheral districts of 
large cities to the central districts of small or mid-sized towns? In the last 
decades, city centres of such towns have often been the subject of local or 
regional policies, which aimed at residential and commercial revitalisation, 
while the national government was absent (Berroir et al. 2019). What are then 
the convergences or, on the contrary, the conflicts, between politique de la ville 
and these other policies?

2.3.2	 Acting for cities and towns in times of austerity
During François Hollande’s five-year term, aménagement du territoire (AT), 
the term dating from the 1960s which included interventions that lacked vis-
ibility (like contrats) or sometimes failed (like coopération métropolitaine), 
was officially renamed égalité des territoires (literally equality of territories). 
This meant going back to the roots of AT, when the national government’s 
role was to redistribute growth across the national territory. Affirming the aim 
of égalité des territoires (ET) half a century later was as simple a message as 
using the income criterion to identify urban areas in need of public action. ET 
is a voluntaristic term, but it is also a loose one, thus highly debatable, and may 
be risky if in the end the government cannot intervene in the context of a huge 
public deficit. However, to give credibility to the change, a Ministry for the 
Equality of Territories and Housing was created in 2012, and later DATAR 
and DIV merged to form the Commissariat Général à l’Egalité des Territoires 
(CGET – General Commission for Territorial Equality).

To understand this change of vocabulary, it must be said that with the 
further decentralisation of 2003–2004 and the various laws strengthening 
inter-municipal cooperation, the French cities have been entrusted with many 
powers which they used to share with the state after the decentralisation of the 
1980s. Cities now have full responsibility for many public policies which were 
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hitherto the subject of negotiations and contracts with decentralised services of 
state (Epstein 2016).

The French state apparatus also appears too remote from territories (and 
from their needs). Under Nicolas Sarkozy, there was a major reform of the 
territorial administration of the state, called Réforme Générale des Politiques 
Publiques (RGPP). Inspired by New Public Management, the objective was to 
reduce public spending deemed excessive, by reviewing various state policies. 
For the sake of efficiency and speed, the RGPP was devoted to the reorganisa-
tion of the structures of the administration and to the reduction in the number 
of civil servants. For example, the Ministry of Justice launched a vast plan 
reducing the number of courts from 1206 to 815 in a few years (2007–2011). 
However, the savings made by the RGPP were limited (12 billion euros, 
including 5 billion in staff costs). After 2012 the new socialist government 
ended the RGPP, public jobs were stabilised and consultation with the unions 
of civil servants became regular. But the government nevertheless affirmed 
that they wanted to continue modernising public action.

Yet by organising vast and complex mergers of decentralised services, the 
RGPP weakened the relations of these services with those of cities and even 
more with those of small towns and rural areas. Regarding urban policies, 
RGPP strengthened the autonomy of cities vis-à-vis the state. The national 
government has tried to rediscover capacities for remote control of policies 
developed by urban authorities. No longer having the financial resources 
to impose its priorities and solutions on cities, or often even the sufficient 
expertise to define them, the state is now making intensive use of incentive 
instruments supported by competitive mechanisms, to seek to influence urban 
agendas from a distance (Epstein 2016). An example would be the Plan 
Ecoquartiers (Eco-neighbourhood plan), which deals with sustainable urban 
development and was launched during the term of Nicolas Sarkozy. Under 
François Hollande, not only was this action continued, but the steering at dis-
tance was extended to other fields, like the digital economy, with the French 
Tech Metropole label.

France has experienced a massive reduction in the number of public services, 
especially outside major urban areas. Between 1980 and 2013, the number of 
schools declined by 24 per cent, post offices by 36 per cent, gendarmeries by 
13 per cent, railway stations by 28 per cent and maternity hospitals by 48 per 
cent (Barczak and Hilal 2016). Small towns and the rural areas they serve have 
been the most impacted, further aggravating the socioeconomic problems for 
the population concerned.

The slogan ‘égalité des territoires’ is meant to be an answer to this situation, 
but it has resulted in only a few policy initiatives. With regard to small towns 
and villages, we may quote an experimental programme for the revitalisation 
of town centres which was launched in 2014. In official discourses, the aim 
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was to consolidate the presence of ‘small dynamic and lively urban centres, 
in the countryside as well as in peri-urban areas’. The programme took the 
form of a call for projects piloted by the CGET, and it mobilised 230 million 
euros. This programme can be critiqued for a number of reasons. First, the 
number of successful bids (53) is quite low compared to the 302 municipalities 
which had been identified by the regional prefects and invited to respond 
to the call for projects. Second, this experiment was intended to draw more 
general lessons from the actions carried out, in order to adapt the arrangements 
relating to public policies for the revitalisation of towns and city centres. On 
this point, the programme has derailed to the extent that the projects have 
lagged far behind schedule in the winning towns and villages. According to 
stakeholders, the implementation of the projects came up against cumbersome 
administration. In addition, in the 43 municipalities that are still involved (10 
have left), fewer than 2800 dwellings were restored, in total, between 2015 
and 2020. When the plan concerns the retail trade, ground floors of buildings 
are renovated and sometimes an online store platform is created to help the 
existing retailers, but attracting other retailers proves difficult in many places 
since many consumers tend to prefer shopping malls in peripheral areas over 
their city-centre counterparts.

The timidity of such ‘new’ national urban policy can be linked to the size 
of the public debt in France, which led all recent governments, whatever their 
political orientations, to adopt austerity. Over the past 15 years, public debt 
has increased significantly, from 67 per cent of GDP in 2005 to 100 per cent in 
2019, while European criteria require that the public debt of member countries 
does not exceed the standard of 60 per cent of GDP. French governments 
therefore give priority to the all-round reduction of public spending. Against 
this background, the policies for ‘égalité des territoires’, in the context of 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods, rural areas or small towns, might seem to be 
only a façade, window dressing as the reorganisation of the state’s territorial 
presence continues.

2.4	 Since 2017: Reconciling New Public Management And 
Territorial Cohesion?

Since 2017 and the election of Emmanuel Macron and a new government, 
trends in terms of urban policy seem to follow those under Sarkozy and 
Hollande. As regards disadvantaged neighbourhoods, President Macron has 
publicly expressed his mistrust vis-à-vis big plans. The measures take aim 
at deepening the physical restructuring of the neighbourhoods but also the 
empowerment of the inhabitants through measures in the fields of education, 
culture and employment. Furthermore, the criticised notion of territorial 
equality has been replaced by territorial cohesion, at ministerial level as well 
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as at that of implementation. On 1 January 2020, the CGET was replaced by an 
Agence nationale de la cohésion des territoires (ANCT – National Agency for 
the Cohesion of Territories).

The creation of the ANCT was announced by President Macron in July 
2017, after associations of local elected officials had called for it. According 
to the Minister for Territorial Cohesion, Jacqueline Gourault, it is about ‘trans-
forming in depth the way in which the State organises its action and the support 
it gives to territories and their projects’. The fields of action favoured by the 
ANCT are access to public services, access to healthcare, mobility, mobilisa-
tion for urban areas in difficulty, revitalisation of city centres and town centres, 
and ecological transition. The ANCT will conduct various national territorial 
programmes. In addition, any interested community can sign a ‘contrat de 
cohésion territoriale’ (territorial cohesion contract) in order to be supported in 
achieving its development. This new contract can include all other contractu-
alisations (contrats de ville, etc.) and promotes, in particular, cooperation with 
neighbouring territories.

The ANCT has a budget of 75 million euros and must operate within this 
amount. Its branch in charge of politique de la ville has 90 staff, which is 
relatively small, and the department in charge of rural areas and small and 
medium-sized towns has 27 staff, which is tiny. The prefect of each depart-
ment becomes the territorial delegate of the ANCT. Their role is to ensure 
the coherence and complementarity of the agency’s actions with the support 
provided to local projects by subnational government. There seems to be 
a contradiction between optimising the use of the scarce financial and human 
resources of the state and dealing with the territorial challenges faced by urban 
and rural areas.

While the big cities are not the subject of specific policies – another continu-
ity with the actions of French governments over the past 15 years – the interest 
in small and medium-sized towns is reaffirmed. Thus, from 2021, a new plan 
should cover 800 to 1000 small towns outside large urban regions and showing 
signs of fragility. In addition, medium-sized towns are the subject of interven-
tions widely promoted by the government, as emblematic of its concern for 
territorial cohesion. It is recognised that many such towns undergo processes 
of devitalisation of their centre, especially in commercial matters (CGET 
2017). For example, 55 per cent of medium-sized town centres have a retail 
vacancy rate of more than 10 per cent, compared to only 27 per cent of large 
cities (IGF-CGEDD 2016). In 2018, the government launched a national pro-
gramme to renovate city centres: the Action Coeur de Ville (ACV) plan. So far 
222 towns have been selected to receive funding amounting to 5 billion euros. 
ACV certainly has the merit of putting medium-sized towns at the forefront of 
national urban policies. However, most of the strategies envisaged for these 
places stem from proactive policies which seek to prioritise a return to growth 
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and development according to metropolitan models (Berroir et al. 2019). For 
example, actions aimed at renewing the housing supply are often presented 
as a priority, in order to attract new populations, especially young people or 
senior managers. However, these attractiveness strategies are very often out of 
step with the reality of shrinking towns (Berroir et al. 2019). Therefore, ACV 
does not seem to constitute a relevant response. This national policy should 
take more specific account of local conditions, rather than promoting a model 
that is sometimes at odds with territorial realities.

3.	 ACTORS: WHO IS DRIVING THE CHANGES?

3.1	 The Relevant Actors

In France there have always been historic tensions between Jacobin centralis-
ing tendencies and Girondin decentralising traditions reflected in a complex 
and evolving state and local government architecture (Booth 2009). Power 
has always been more fragmented and dispersed than appears on the surface, 
with voluntarism from national governments regarding the development of 
places. There is actually a high degree of interdependence between ‘local’ 
and ‘national’ decision makers reflected in personal, professional and social 
networks between and within tiers, sometimes referred to as devolved cor-
poratism or ‘régulation croisée’ (Thoenig 2005). Historically, a key factor in 
this regard has been the ability of powerful individuals to become elected and/
or hold senior official positions at different levels of administration, referred 
to as cumul des mandats. In 2012, 82 per cent of deputies of the assemblée 
nationale (National Assembly) and 77 per cent of senators held at least one 
other elected office. The proportion of parliamentarians at the head of a local 
executive (mayor or chairman of a département or regional council) was 45 per 
cent for the deputies and 48 per cent for senators. These figures make France 
an exception in Europe (Dolez 2015).3 For decades, the cumulation of man-
dates has thwarted government efforts to reform the institutional system, and 
especially to reduce the number of municipalities. However, in January 2014, 
under pressure from the national government, the French parliament adopted 
a law prohibiting the combination of local executive functions with a deputy’s 
or senator’s post. This law came into force on 31 March 2017. We examine 
below its consequences for national urban policies.

3.1.1	 Local and national politicians: the effects of the cumulation of 
mandates

The widespread use of multiple mandates implied a possible confusion of 
roles at the top of the state. When a national government launched an urban 
policy initiative, the concerned ministers themselves might very well be local 
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elected officials. Thus they could be both informed and influenced by the local 
situations, and sometimes concerned by the new scheme. To limit ourselves to 
the most prominent ministers in charge of la politique de la ville, like Michel 
Delebarre (1990–1992), Claude Bartolone (1997–2002), Jean-Louis Borloo 
(2002–2004), all of them were at the same time mayors or president of an 
EPCI. We may also add that since the beginning of the Fifth Republic, in 1958, 
only four Prime Ministers out of 22 had not been mayor before heading the 
national government.

Due to régulation croisée (joint regulation), the government always needs 
to find local allies to implement its policies. For instance, when decentral-
isation and politique de la ville were launched by socialist governments 
in the early 1980s, these reforms were facilitated by a very active network 
of left-wing mayors in many cities (Jobard 2011). With regard to policies 
aimed at the development of metropolises, there has been a complex set of 
actors between the state and certain local authorities, where it is a question 
of winning the collaboration of the other through confrontation and/or by 
negotiation. A good example is how Tours, the 20th city in France in terms 
of population, obtained the status of métropole in spite of the fact that its 
population (300 000 inhabitants) is below the population threshold set by the 
law passed in 2014 (Demazière et al. 2020). Philippe Briand, a successful 
businessman, local mayor, MP and new president of the voluntary grouping of 
municipalities including Tours, convinced his fellow mayors that the status of 
métropole would place Tours on the map as a nationally significant city. He 
also mobilised the support of a socialist MP from the area to lobby with him in 
parliament. In December 2016, both MPs succeeded in tabling an amendment 
to the Loi du Grand Paris, a legislation dedicated to strengthening the status of 
this metropolis. At the committee stage of this bill the lobby group succeeded 
in inserting a new population threshold into the draft law to enable additional 
métropoles to be designated. The amendment was drafted in such a fashion 
that it ensured Tours uniquely fitted the journey to work and population size 
criteria for métropoles. The law completed its passage through the National 
Assembly and Senate in February 2017, resulting in Tours being designated 
the first additional (i.e. 16th) métropole in France.

3.1.2	 Recent success for organisations of local government officials
Organisations of local government officials have long been weak, due to 
their dispersal. We counted up to 20 organisations, not established according 
to party affiliation but according to the size of the community (large cities, 
medium-sized towns, small towns, etc.) or specialisations, such as associations 
which, for example, bring together the mayors of the municipalities concerned 
by la politique de la ville, mountain areas, forest communities, rural areas and 
so on. Permanent interlocutors of governments and parliamentarians, the main 
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organisations influencing urban policies, proactively or defensively, are the 
Association of Mayors of France, Urban France, and Cities of France.

Created in 1907, the Association of Mayors of France and Presidents of 
Inter-Municipality (AMF) promotes respect for local freedoms. It currently 
has more than 36 000 members, mayors or presidents of EPCIs. The AMF 
ensures that decentralisation guarantees municipalities real autonomy in man-
aging local affairs. To this end, it carries out significant lobbying activity with 
the National Assembly and governments, upstream of projects that can change 
the future of the municipalities.

Bringing together the mayors of cities with more than 100 000 inhabit-
ants, the Association of Mayors of Large Cities in France (AMGVF) was 
active from 1974 to 2015. In 2016 it merged with the Association of Urban 
Communities of France (ACUF) to form a new organisation: Urban France. 
The recent creation of métropoles, long called for by the two groups, had been 
an opportunity to collaborate very closely. Insofar as métropoles will develop 
new policies, the merger also aims to compensate for the lack of expertise of 
the two associations in certain fields. The introduction of non-cumulation of 
a parliamentary mandate and a local executive function, effective in June 2017, 
also argued in this direction. In fact, the AMGVF and the ACUF have lost their 
natural allies: deputy mayors and other senators-mayors of large cities. Now it 
is a question of spending more energy on parliamentary lobbying and having 
experts capable of proposing ready to use amendments.

Urban France brings together almost a hundred large cities and metropo-
lises. In early 2017, it published a manifesto for candidates to the presidential 
election to make the voices of big cities heard. This manifesto requested the 
creation of a forum for dialogue between the territories and the government so 
that the mayors and presidents of EPCI are involved upstream in the drafting 
of laws which concern them. The message was heard, since, after his election, 
President Macron created a national conference of the territories which brings 
together twice a year representatives of the territorial communities and the 
government.

In France, associations of local elected officials are used to question candi-
dates for the presidential election. Thus, in 2017, the AMF, Urban France and 
Ville et banlieue (association of mayors of municipalities where disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods are located) interviewed the representatives of the main can-
didates for the presidential election. The aim was to take stock of the various 
measures planned in the candidates’ programmes in favour of ‘politique de la 
ville’, a subject that was little highlighted in the campaign. Similarly, the asso-
ciation Villes de France, which has brought together 800 medium-sized towns 
and their agglomerations since 1988, presented its ‘appeal to candidates’ for 
the 2017 presidential election. Villes de France advocated for the implementa-
tion of policies adapted to agglomerations of sub-metropolitan size. Through 
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its lobbying with the Macron government, this association played an important 
role in obtaining the national Action Coeur de Ville programme.

The current government proclaims its desire for dialogue with associa-
tions of elected officials. The implementation of certain new urban policies 
attests that these, through their lobbying, have obtained a reorientation of 
national priorities, from disadvantaged urban districts to the core of small or 
medium-sized towns. Similarly, the creation of the ANCT had been called for 
by the AMF in the name of rebalancing national funding from metropolitan 
areas to non-metropolitan areas. This set of actors has a strong political dimen-
sion. The collapse of traditional left and right parties in the legislative elections 
that followed the election of Emmanuel Macron in 2017 put local elected 
officials back at the heart of the political game. Local and regional authorities, 
especially those of a large size, have become refuges for political leaders who 
lost the election and went into opposition. Various right-wing personalities 
who are preparing for the next presidential election are building their national 
stature through their work as local elected officials.

The Macron government had to negotiate like never before with these 
institutions in which it had no natural intermediary, by means of give and 
take. France Urbaine has achieved many advances for large cities thanks to its 
constructive attitude. The same strategy enabled Villes de France to obtain the 
revitalisation plan for medium-sized towns, while the last national programme 
concerning this category of cities, which was much less ambitious, dated from 
the mid-2000s and only affected a dozen cities, against 222 for Action Coeur 
de Ville.

We can see that the weakening of the big political parties has given a more 
partisan tone to the associations. The right-wing presidents of AMF, Regions 
of France and the Assembly of Departments have become important opposi-
tion voices since 2017. Constantly accusing Emmanuel Macron of recentral-
ising the country and of weakening local elected officials, they prevented the 
government from carrying out a reform of local taxation.

3.2	 What Is the Role of the European Union?

The perceived influence of the European Union on national urban policies 
remains weak for several reasons. First of all, it could be argued that Europe is 
not sufficiently taken into account by the national political parties (on the right 
as well as on the left) except when it is a question of making it a scapegoat for 
internal political problems (Caresche and Lequiller 2016). Second, France has 
had a strong influence on the first EU initiatives in the area of ​​urban policy, 
more so than the reverse. As we have seen above, a national policy for the 
treatment of disadvantaged neighbourhoods was initiated in France in the early 
1980s, at a time when EU structural funds did not target cities. In addition, 
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rather than carrying out the physical treatment of neighbourhoods, politique 
de la ville favoured the logic of integrated urban development. Finally, the 
French players took care to promote their approach internationally. In the early 
1990s, the DIV organised a network for exchanging experiences between ten 
European neighbourhoods in crisis in Belgium, France, the Netherlands and 
the UK (Jacquier 1991). This approach convinced the European Commission 
to launch the URBAN I and URBAN II community initiative programmes. 
The headquarters of URBACT, created to stimulate exchange between all the 
European cities interested in developing integrated urban policies, is still based 
in Saint Denis (Paris) and the director is French.

If the European Union has had an influence, it is probably in relation to the 
mode of governance of urban projects. At the local level, the use of URBAN, 
cross-border programmes or structural funds has instituted conditions of 
partnership, co-financing, and evaluation which have become standards of 
governance. This has forged among local elected representatives a knowledge 
of European mechanisms, and contributed to the practice of evaluation and to 
international openness. Sometimes, elected officials see only lines of credit 
and downplay the importance of the dissemination of practices and the result-
ing improvement in skills. But in times of constrained budgets, as is the case in 
France today, the financial contribution is very appreciated.

The European Union also insists on subsidiarity: a project must be that 
of a territory, with funding from local authorities allowing the contributions 
of the Union. In this sense, after long resistance from national governments, 
the regions are now in charge of managing European structural funds. On 
the other hand, for politique de la ville, the integrated approach targeted at 
deprived neighbourhoods is fixed as a priority in the Partnership Agreement 
between the European Commission and France, specifying that at least 10 per 
cent of the national allocation from the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF) and the European Social Fund (ESF) needs to support integrated urban 
strategies. As a result, the national government incorporates such funds into 
city contracts, which involve all levels of subnational government, including 
the regions which manage the structural funds. Concerning the usability of 
European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds for urban development, there 
is room for improvement in the complementarity of the place-based (ERDF) 
and people-based (ESF) logic of funds. Topics like urban poverty, which 
require combined efforts, could be targeted more effectively with better inte-
grated funding possibilities.

The enlargements of the European Union to Central Europe have greatly 
reduced the eligibility of French cities, and due to Brexit the next funding 
period will offer even less ERDF and ESF money for French cities. It is on this 
policy that France records its lowest rate of return relative to its contributions 
(Caresche and Lequiller 2016).
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3.3	 Do Parties Matter?

Cole (2008) argues that in France the main parties from the left or from the 
right remain strongly attached to the French social values inherent in the 
social welfare model and citizenship. While in the UK the Conservative Party 
has shrunk the social housing sector, all the main French parties continue to 
support the principle of social housing and of providing social and support 
services for poorer fellow citizens (Laffin 2019). However, this is more true 
of the Socialists than the right – indeed, during the years 1980 to 1990, there 
was a will in the Socialist Party to regenerate the banlieues, with the objective 
of mobilising the popular electorate for its benefit during local and national 
elections (thus favouring the retreat of the Communist Party). For his part, 
the leader of the right party in the 2000s, Nicolas Sarkozy, made shocking 
remarks about the supposed insecurity of these same districts and his will to 
restore French identity. During the 2007 presidential campaign, this allowed 
him to significantly siphon the electorate from the far right. In the presidential 
elections of 2012 and 2017, the far right achieved its best scores in small towns 
and rural areas. This explains the subsequent emphasis on ‘territorial equality’ 
or ‘territorial cohesion’, as well as the regeneration schemes for medium-sized 
and small towns. However, French political parties do not explicitly refer to 
urban policy in their programmes. As Sykes and Desjardins (2017, p.  322) 
note, for example, ‘The French presidential campaign of spring 2017 was not 
marked by a strong emphasis on “the city”, or urban futures.’

4.	 CONCLUSIONS

The story of the evolution of national urban policy in France is multifaceted 
and distinctive while also reflecting more universal trends around how cities 
and the urban dimension are addressed by the state in the context of changing 
spatial dynamics and governance patterns.

As regards the system of sub-state government, a key question has long 
been, and remains, how the administrative geography captures and responds to 
the opportunities and challenges of ‘urban France’. The country is character-
ised by the fragmentation of municipalities within the context of a state which 
has become progressively more decentralised since the 1980s. This has led to 
successive attempts to develop ‘critical’ mass to address the issues of urban 
areas through the promotion of intercommunal structures and, most recently 
in the 2010s, to major territorial reform which has redefined the levels of 
subnational government and their competences – notably with the creation of 
métropoles.

The locus of ‘urban challenges’, and the resultant focus of urban policy, has 
evolved over time. The 1970s and 1980s saw the emergence of a politique de 
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la ville alongside the established French version of national regional/spatial 
policy – aménagement du territoire. Thus ‘national urban policy’ within 
France has two principal foci: policies that seek to address conurbations and 
urban areas as a whole (sometimes within a national perspective), and policies 
which address deprived neighbourhoods within cities. The emphasis of policy 
has shifted over time, often in reaction to the recognition of novel urban 
challenges. In the 2010s, the challenges of smaller and medium-sized urban 
places came to the fore as the economic and demographic trends leading to 
their decline increasingly came to be seen as a major challenge to territorial 
cohesion. Meanwhile, the economic and demographic dynamism of large 
French cities, and reforms designed to meet their needs such as the creation 
of métropoles, nurtured the notion of a territorial divide between metropolises 
and neglected peripheral areas. This underlines another theme with more 
universal resonance: the extent to which an urban policy seeks to promote 
and balance the economic competitiveness of the ‘national’ urban system and 
individual conurbations, and/or address issues of spatial disadvantage and 
nurture territorial cohesion. Mirroring trends in other countries, the respective 
emphasis of urban policy in France on these goals has varied over time.

Another theme which emerges above, again which resonates with wider 
debates on urban policy, is the extent to which challenges facing urban areas 
are seen as ultimately resolvable through ‘grand plans’ and vast investments, 
with a noticeable cooling in the past two decades of faith in these as being 
able to provide an ultimate ‘fix’ to enduring issues such as the ‘crisis of the 
suburbs’. Despite this, the shift in terminology back to égalité des territoires 
over the past decade, for example, reaffirms the roots of urban policy in 
notions of republican equality. Similarly, over the same period small and 
medium-sized towns have been accepted as a new category of urban areas 
meriting a renewed national policy response. There is an urgent political 
imperative here: in the presidential elections of 2012 and 2017, the far right 
achieved its best scores in small towns and rural areas. However, the capacity 
of the state to intervene is inevitably constrained by mounting public debt. 
Furthermore, under the impulsion of decentralisation and managerialist and 
efficiency-seeking reforms, the spatial ‘density’ of the French state apparatus 
across certain of these kinds of territories has diminished. For these reasons, 
the picture today is one of evolution not revolution in French urban policy, 
with a continuation of the key trends of the past decade.

NOTES

1.	 Of the Prime Ministers of the last half century, six were mayors of a very 
large French city, often for long periods: Bordeaux (1947–1995, 1995–2019), 
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Lille (1973–2001), Lyon (1995–2001), Nantes (1989–2012), Paris (1977–1995). 
Holding a mayor’s mandate has often been a must for a national political career.

2.	 Since then, 14 more métropoles have been created, reaching a total number of 22 
in 2017. While Greater Paris has over 7 million inhabitants, the smallest métropo-
les have fewer than 250 000.

3.	 In Italy, 16 per cent of parliamentarians hold at least one other elected office, 15 
per cent in Spain, 13 per cent in Great Britain and 10 per cent in Germany (Dolez 
2015).
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4.	 Irish urban policy: from benign 
neglect to national strategic planning
Paula Russell and Brendan Williams

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Historically, Ireland has never had an explicit, overarching urban policy, a gap 
which has often been identified, but has never been filled (Bannon 2007; 
Moore-Cherry and Tomaney 2019). There have been many urban-related 
policies, including urban regeneration policies, housing policies and planning 
policies, that have helped to shape the complexion of Irish cities and towns 
over the past 35 years, but there has never been a Department or a Minister for 
urban development. The National Planning Framework: Project Ireland 2040 
(NPF) adopted in 2018 does however for the first time offer a comprehensive 
iteration of urban policy. It outlines a broad vision for Irish urban development 
and a national framework for such development. The ambition for urban areas 
is indicated by ten specific urban-related national policy objectives which 
aim to create stronger urban places. This is a significant development in Irish 
urban policy which heretofore might be described as consisting of a myriad 
of indirect, largely market-driven, policy interventions which have a distinct 
impact on urban areas.

The urbanisation of the Irish population has ensured that there is now 
a greater emphasis on policy which impacts on urban areas, and policy has 
moved from the benign neglect of urban issues to a recognition of the role of 
Irish cities and towns in Ireland’s ongoing economic development. Ireland 
is a relatively small island country with a population of 4.76 million in the 
Republic of Ireland; the urban population is now larger than it has ever been 
and for the first time over half of the population, or nearly 2.4 million people, 
live in cities or large towns of at least 10 000 people. However, the urban 
structure remains weak and focused on Dublin and the south and east of the 
country (Government of Ireland 2018a). Dublin is the only metropolitan area 
with a population of over one million, while the regional cities of Cork and 
Galway have been growing but at a relatively slow pace, with Cork and its 
population of 208 669 being the only city with over 100 000 inhabitants in the 
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national settlement system (CSO 2017). The NPF together with the National 
Development Plan (NDP) (Government of Ireland 2018b) and a number of 
newly introduced funding instruments and institutional structures are currently 
shaping urban policy, and exemplify this enhanced urban policy focus. Given 
the importance of the NPF, a more detailed overview of its urban content and 
role is provided in the penultimate section of the chapter which focuses on spe-
cific policies. The three key urban challenges reflected in the policy of the NPF 
and other urban-related policies are (1) tackling the current housing crisis, (2) 
accommodating continuing population growth in a sustainable manner through 
the intensification of development in attractive liveable urban areas, and (3) 
dealing with the challenges of climate change.

Historically, the Irish political class has adopted a rural mindset; con-
tributory factors are argued to include a cultural antipathy to cities due to 
colonial associations, and the presence of only one large or metropolitan city 
(Moore-Cherry and Tomaney 2019). The modern Irish planning system was 
established by the Planning and Development Act in 1963 as part of a rec-
ognition of the need to develop a more modern urban society. It formed part 
of a radical change from protectionism to an outward-looking export-based 
economy coupled with inward investment. There was no attempt at this time 
to introduce a national urban policy, although as the 1960s progressed the 
government commissioned a number of advisory plans for the development of 
urban areas (Bannon and Grier 1998). The predominant spatial development 
model of the late 1950s to the 1970s can best be described as low-density 
suburbanisation and inner-city decline.

During the 1970s there was a recognition both of the challenges of the 
regional imbalances of the Irish urban system and of the evidence of sprawl 
and congestion in Dublin (NESC 1979). Recommendations were made regard-
ing the need to reform and rationalise the urban management and planning 
policy systems, and the need to introduce the recommendations which had 
been made in the Kenny Report whereby planning gain could be recouped 
from ongoing speculative land development processes (NESC 1981). All the 
issues involved complex political commitment and decision making and little 
urban policy reform was actually enacted.

The 1980s saw the first concerted attention on inner-city areas, and a series 
of market-oriented, entrepreneurial policies were introduced by central gov-
ernment, firstly in Dublin and subsequently in Ireland’s other cities and 
towns. This approach continued and was intensified throughout the 1990s as 
unprecedented growth occurred in the Irish economy. More recently, from 
2000 to 2019 the Irish urban development experience presents a clear example 
of a development-led process which is highly cyclical with potential for major 
corrections and accompanying negative social and economic consequences. 
The period of boom from 2000 to 2007 in the Irish economy was followed 
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by a major financial crisis and correction from 2008 to 2012, with virtually 
all public sector infrastructure curtailed or suspended. By 2014 economic 
recovery was evident but with clear deficits in infrastructure, housing and 
other sectors which suffered in the property market collapse. From an urban 
policy perspective, the growth of the economy, the economic crisis and the 
recovery have provided the backdrop for the development of a more coherent 
spatial planning perspective which provides the spatial context for the Irish 
urban system.

In the following subsections the nature of the Irish planning and governance 
system is described to illustrate the institutional context for the development 
of urban-related policies. The key actors responsible for urban policy are then 
described before the evolution of several key urban-related policy areas are 
traced. Throughout the chapter two key issues guide the exploration of urban 
policy. Firstly, the role of the planning process is highlighted as it provides 
a means of framing a wider range of specific policies which impinge on urban 
areas, notably urban regeneration, housing, transportation and environmental 
policies. The constant change to the planning system from 2000 to 2019 
towards market logic is a primary thread followed. Secondly, the ongoing 
centralisation of the Irish system is continually noted both in the shaping of 
past policy and in the framing of current urban policy.

2.	 THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT FOR URBAN 
POLICY: ADMINISTRATIVE AND PLANNING 
STRUCTURES

Ireland has traditionally been characterised by a relatively centralised system 
of government with a narrowly defined devolution of functions to regional and 
local authorities. The weaknesses of Irish local government have been well 
documented over the years (Barrington Report 1991; Collins and Quinlivan 
2010; Loughlin 2011). From the early 1990s the terrain of local government 
has been altered through a series of reform processes. Despite these reforms 
the system remains centralised, with local government spending only 7.6 per 
cent of total public expenditure (OECD 2018), and it is characterised by large 
local authority units, the average municipal size (the city or county council) 
being 151 078 (OECD 2018). There are now 31 local authorities in Ireland, 
which are subdivided into municipal districts. Each of these 31 local authori-
ties since 1963 has acted as a planning authority.

From an urban perspective the local government reforms outlined in 
Putting People First: Action Programme for Effective Local Government 
(Government of Ireland 2012) and legislated for in the Local Government 
Reform Act 2014 have actually been somewhat regressive as town councils 
were abolished and merged into larger rural/urban municipal districts, which 
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play a secondary role to the city and county councils. In two of Ireland’s 
second-tier cities, Waterford and Limerick, their city and county councils were 
amalgamated, which, it is argued, diluted the urban focus of local government 
(Moore-Cherry and Tomaney 2019). The reforms of local government, while 
allocating certain new roles to local authorities in the area of community and 
economic development and providing some new direct funding streams to 
local authorities, have made little or no impact on strengthening the role for 
city or metropolitan governance. The reforms have been criticised as largely 
bringing about structural rather than democratic changes, as they have failed 
to accord significant power to the local level and have not resulted in any sub-
stantial increase in democratic participation (Quinlivan 2017; Lennon 2019). 
Indeed, at the same time as new community participation structures are being 
put in place more generally, opportunities for participation in the planning and 
development system are being curtailed (Lennon 2019).

Table 4.1 outlines the different levels in the Irish planning hierarchy and 
the key instruments which influence Irish urban policy, while the sections that 
follow outline the roles of the most important urban policy actors.

2.1	 National Governance

At national level there are now four key organisations which have a role in 
the creation and implementation of urban policy: the Minister for Planning, 
Housing and Local Government, An Bord Pleanála (The Planning Appeals 
Board), the Planning Regulator and the Land Development Agency (dealt with 
in section 4).

At national level the Minister is responsible for the introduction of planning 
legislation and regulation and for issuing planning guidelines and policy direc-
tives to planning authorities and to An Bord Pleanála. The key urban policies 
at this level are national overarching spatial frameworks: the former National 
Spatial Strategy (NSS) 2002–2020 and the current NPF. The NPF, in particular, 
defines the important role for Ireland’s urban areas and is backed by funding 
in the NDP. It was drafted by the Department of Housing, Planning and Local 
Government and unlike the previous NSS is underpinned by legislation.

Two other national organisations are worthy of mention. Firstly, the newly 
established Office of the Planning Regulator (OPR), recommended by the 
Mahon Tribunal (2012), provided for in the National Planning Framework 
and set up in 2019; it also has a role to play nationally in actively overseeing 
the planning system. The OPR has taken over the ministerial role of reviewing 
all local authority development plans and Local Area Plans (LAPs) to ensure 
that these are consistent with relevant regional or national policies, and recom-
mends ministerial intervention when inconsistencies are recognised. Secondly, 
An Bord Pleanála, which uniquely gives third parties the right to appeal a deci-
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Table 4.1	 Spatial planning organisations and instruments

Level Organisation Planning instruments

National Minister for Housing, Planning and Local 
Government (Department of Housing, 
Planning and Local Government)

National Planning Framework: Project 
Ireland 2040 (adopted in 2018)
Ministerial Planning Guidelines (over 30 
sets of guidelines)

National An Bord Pleanála – Independent 
Planning Appeals Board
Established initially under the 
Local Government (Planning and 
Development) Act 1976

National Office of the Planning Regulator
Established in 2018

Regional 3 Regional Assemblies established on 1 
January 2015
Replaced the 8 Regional Authorities and 
2 Regional Assemblies

Regional Spatial and Economic 
Strategies (RSES) for 3 Regional 
Assemblies:

1. Eastern and Midlands Regional 
Assembly

2. Southern Regional Assembly
3. Northern and Western Regional 

Assembly

Metropolitan Area Strategic Plans 
(MASPs) (for 5 cities: Dublin, Cork, 
Limerick, Galway and Waterford)

Local Planning Authorities (31 City or County 
Councils)

City or County Development Plans
Local Area Plans (LAPs)

A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe62

sion made by a local planning authority. This national body has more recently 
been accorded the role of primary decision maker in decisions on strategic 
infrastructure projects and on strategic housing development, many of which 
affect urban areas.

2.2	 Regional Governance – Regional Assemblies

The regional level is composed of three regional assemblies with a coordi-
nating role but weak financial resources and oversight capacities. The main 
planning input from the regional level of governance is the production of 
Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies (RSES), which were completed for 
the Eastern and Midland region in 2019 and the Northern and Western region 
and the Southern region in 2020, and provide the intermediate layer above the 
local level in the hierarchy of Irish plans. These strategies combine a spatial 
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strategy, an economic strategy, a climate strategy and an investment frame-
work to deliver key infrastructure and services.

Given the emphasis of the NPF on Ireland’s cities, there is now a recogni-
tion that the major cities incorporate more than a single local authority area. 
The solution to this is the production of Metropolitan Area Strategic Plans 
(MASPs) for Ireland’s five main cities, which are incorporated into the rele-
vant RSES (Government of Ireland 2018a, p. 134).

2.3	 Local Government – Local Authorities (City and County 
Councils)

The day-to-day regulation and management of development in urban areas is 
carried out by the local planning authorities. The two key planning instruments 
at local level are, firstly, the statutory local development plans for cities and 
counties – these being the key planning frameworks at the local level, indicat-
ing through zoning the types of development which would be permissible in an 
area – and, secondly, the more fine-grained Local Area Plans (LAPs) – which 
operate between the general objectives of the development plan and individual 
proposals at a local level. The delivery of these plans is largely dependent on 
the private sector, leading to criticisms of a developer-led approach. The origi-
nal intention of the Irish planning system was that local authorities would both 
plan and assist in the development of urban areas. The failure to adequately 
finance local authorities or to provide them with sufficient powers to generate 
or initiate development has meant that the planning system has been more 
regulatory than proactive.

In summary, the Irish system is a three-tier system of national government, 
regional assemblies and local authorities. It is a highly centralised system with 
national government exercising control through financing local government, 
through its role as a legislator and through various powers of direction and 
guidance. It has a weak regional level and no metropolitan planning; it is the 
local authorities that have the primary role in overseeing and regulating devel-
opment in their urban areas and are often key actors in regeneration projects.

3.	 EVOLUTION OF RECENT NATIONAL URBAN 
POLICIES

The following subsections trace the evolution of national urban policy in 
Ireland, beginning with the Urban Regeneration Act in 1986 and ending with 
the outcomes of the financial crash. At a national level, until the 1980s urban 
policy in Ireland was neglected, and inaction could be linked to inadequate 
resources and a lack of public finance. Concerted urban policy innovation in 
relation to urban regeneration began in reaction to the urban dereliction prob-
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lems in the major cities with extensive efforts to achieve property-led urban 
regeneration from the mid-1980s onwards. The major economic boom of the 
Celtic Tiger period from the 1990s to 2008 offered opportunities and urban 
policy alternatives not previously explored. In this period Ireland’s main urban 
centres such as Dublin and Galway experienced major problems with a sprawl 
pattern of development, increased congestion and a major affordable-housing 
crisis with demand outstripping supply. Attempts were made to introduce 
policies to encourage more sustainable, urban forms, including increasing 
density and the creation of sustainable neighbourhoods. However, the pull of 
the market versus planning policy and regulations played out during this Celtic 
Tiger period, leading to a significant property bubble and ultimate catastrophic 
bust (Kitchin et al. 2010). In the period of recovery, new legislation and policy 
has been focused on housing delivery and a more concerted attempt to deliver 
compact urban growth and prioritise the development of Ireland’s cities.

3.1	 The 1980s Property-Led Urban Renewal

In response to severe economic decline, including an unemployment rate of 
17 per cent and a dearth of development in cities throughout Ireland, the first 
comprehensive piece of urban renewal legislation was introduced in Ireland 
in the mid-1980s in the form of the 1986 Urban Renewal Act. In contrast 
to the existing planning legislation, this was a pro-development rather than 
regulatory instrument (Moore 1999). The primary aims of the original Urban 
Renewal Act 1986 were to stimulate the construction industry and revitalise 
inner-city areas in Dublin.

In an Irish context this represented a shift from a largely Fordist regulatory 
environment and form of government and a move towards more entrepre-
neurial forms. The policy was largely focused on encouraging property-led 
development through the provision of generous incentives for development 
in certain designated areas. Tax breaks were chosen as the primary means 
of incentivising property development and investment in city-centre areas. 
A variety of fiscal incentives enabled the construction or refurbishment costs 
of commercial premises or dwellings for owner-occupation or for-profit 
renting to be offset against income or business tax. These were introduced in 
1986 and applied initially to declining districts in the inner areas of Ireland’s 
five cities.

In addition, land assets of public agencies were initially sold at discounted 
prices, and specialist regeneration agencies such as Temple Bar Properties/
Temple Bar Development and Custom House Docks/Dublin Docklands 
Development Authority played a major role in facilitating the general regenera-
tion process through innovative flagship developments. These were area-based 
approaches with an emphasis on physical renewal. The Custom House Docks 
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urban regeneration project focused on a previously derelict docklands site was 
the object of a major integrated development comprising business, residential 
and recreational functions. The creation of a new International Financial 
Services Centre was added to this objective, and a special purpose develop-
ment agency, the Custom House Docks Development Authority, established, 
with effective planning functions for the area under its administration (Moore 
2008). The renewal of Temple Bar (a medieval neighbourhood in Dublin’s 
city centre) to create a newly rejuvenated cultural, artistic and entertainment 
quarter began in 1990. One of the key changes brought about in this period 
of regeneration, which is indicative of increasing neoliberalisation, was the 
bypassing of local authorities using these special purpose regeneration agen-
cies. Both projects had significant physical impacts on the city, and in the case 
of Temple Bar the regeneration project was the recipient of substantial EU 
funds (Payne and Stafford 2012).

A major official study of the urban regeneration schemes nationally was 
carried out in 1996 by government-appointed consultants KPMG (KPMG 
1996). At this stage, over IR£1.7 (€2.1) billion of development schemes had 
been generated, with approximately IR£1 (€1.2) billion of this development 
occurring in Dublin. This study and other independent research highlighted the 
success of the schemes in the physical redevelopment of derelict areas, along 
with the identification of emerging problem areas in policy implementation, 
which included dead weight (investments that would have occurred anyway), 
problems with conservation and refurbishment, and the prioritisation of 
single-use commercial developments over mixed-use development. In addi-
tion, the general pattern of development was sometimes viewed as piecemeal, 
with the absence of urban design/planning criteria leading to poor-quality 
architecture and urban design. The focus of these tax-based renewal schemes 
was, as it had been in other countries, an increase in physical infrastructure and 
development, and the policy was place rather than people based.

3.2	 The 2000s Integrated Urban Regeneration: People- and 
Place-Based Socially Focused Renewal

Based on the recommendations of the KPMG report a more strategic and 
integrated approach to the awarding of incentive designations was introduced 
in the 1998 Urban Renewal Act. The consultants hoped that a more area-based 
and integrated approach to renewal would encourage social, economic and 
environmental rejuvenation (KPMG 1996).

This policy shift in the approach to urban renewal was outlined in the 
1998 Urban Renewal Guidelines and a revised programme of urban renewal 
commenced in 2000. The intention to create a more coherent and holistic 
approach was reflected in the introduction of a structured programme based 
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upon Integrated Area Plans (IAPs) prepared for selected areas. These plans 
were prepared by local authorities based on criteria established by an expert 
advisory panel to the Minister of the Environment. The plans were intended to 
be detailed and area focused, identifying the strengths and weaknesses of the 
districts involved, targeting those districts with the greatest need or potential 
for rejuvenation, and selecting sub-areas or key projects for special incentives. 
Both the creation and implementation of such plans were intended to include 
consultation with representative groups in the area concerned. Fiscal incen-
tives now formed part of the overall renewal strategy and were intended to be 
available only where proven barriers to development existed.

The content of IAPs included broad issues such as urban design, sustainable 
land uses, education, training and local economic development, environmental 
improvement and traffic management. While land-use powers were vested in 
local authorities, they had no control over other essential elements such as edu-
cation and training. A major feature of the IAP scheme was the requirement for 
a specific monitoring and implementation strategy for each plan and the estab-
lishment of a cross-sectoral monitoring committee. This shift in focus was in 
part influenced by the EU’s funding of Urban Regeneration Projects and their 
stipulation of the need for integrated renewal and for the involvement of com-
munities in this process. The EU-funded Operational Programme for Local 
Urban and Rural Development 1994–1999 (OPLURD 1994–1999) included 
a sub-programme for Urban and Village Renewal and a specific stream of 
funding for Ireland’s five cities. This programme stipulated that ERDF-funded 
renewal was required to have social and economic impacts and multi-sectoral 
steering groups were established to oversee implementation of the five major 
initiative renewal projects in the cities; these then provided inspiration for the 
monitoring committees for the IAPs.

The ambition of the IAPs was that there would be some community gain 
delivered by the developers from each project. In some instances, this was 
the inclusion of community infrastructure as part of the development, while 
in other cases it involved a monetary contribution. A subsequent review of 
the IAPs revealed that while the scheme had been successfully implemented 
in development terms, it had been less successful in delivering these social 
and community benefits and the tax forgone was much greater than the com-
munity gain contributions (Brudell and Attuyer 2014; Goodbody Economic 
Consultants et al. 2006). Given these limitations, critics have argued that the 
IAPs were largely used as a means of incorporation of working-class protest 
(Brudell and Attuyer 2014; MacLaran et al. 2007).

Reviews of the impacts of the Urban Renewal Schemes in Ireland commis-
sioned by government (KPMG 1996; Goodbody Economic Consultants et al. 
2006) and academic reviews (MacLaran and Murphy 1997; Norris et al. 2014; 
Williams and Boyle 2012) reveal that while these schemes were initially suc-
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cessful in attracting development into declining neighbourhoods and address-
ing problems of derelict and underutilised brownfield sites, the extension of 
their lifespan and spatial focus created negative impacts and deadweight costs 
for the exchequer.

Despite recognition in the early 2000s that with strong economic growth and 
almost full employment these financial incentives were becoming increasingly 
difficult to justify, their lifespan was extended. A strong development lobby, 
which was benefiting significantly from the incentives, combined with gov-
ernment wariness of dampening economic growth in the construction sector, 
resulted in the extension of the deadlines for the termination of these schemes 
on several occasions, initially from 2002 to 2004 then to 2006 (Williams and 
Boyle 2012). These incentives were finally terminated in 2008. This delayed 
termination coincided with, and contributed to, a surge in construction activity, 
as projects were completed to avail of the incentives rather than matching 
real demand, increasing the market oversupply and contributing to eventual 
collapse (Kitchin et al. 2010; Williams and Nedovic-Budic 2016).

3.3	 Planning Instruments as Elements of Urban Policy in the Celtic 
Tiger Boom of the 2000s

By the late 1990s the negative effects of the Celtic Tiger boom were becoming 
apparent in Ireland as house prices rose, low-density sprawl continued and 
speculative house building took place in locations unsuited to large-scale 
development, notably the outskirts of small rural towns (Williams and Sheils 
2000). The need to tackle these issues became part of the urban policy debate 
and a number of planning guidelines and strategies were published which 
highlighted the necessity to achieve more compact growth by increasing 
residential densities. The National Sustainability Strategy published in 1997 
– Sustainable Development: A Strategy for Ireland – identified the need to 
increase residential densities to avoid unsustainable development patterns 
(Department of the Environment 1997), and planning guidelines published in 
1999 – Guidelines for Planning Authorities on Residential Density – provided 
more detailed national guidance to local authorities in relation to the promotion 
of higher residential densities in appropriate urban areas (DoELG 1999).

The Planning and Development Act 2000, which consolidated a range of 
legislation from 1963 to 1999 in one act and modernised the planning system, 
for the first time provided a more coherent hierarchy of cascading plans – 
national, regional and local (Grist 2012). The Act did not provide a legislative 
basis for a national plan but provided the underlying legislation for a set of 
regional planning guidelines which were to provide the means for the delivery 
of the National Spatial Strategy (NSS) (Government of Ireland 2002) which 
was published in 2002.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe68

The NSS, for the first time, provided a 20-year planning framework for 
the country with the aim of achieving a better balance of social, economic 
and physical development between regions. It recognised that the Greater 
Dublin Area’s rapid development had driven much of the country’s economic 
success, but that this had created significant congestion issues. The NSS aimed 
to support Dublin’s continued performance through urban consolidation and 
a reduction in sprawl. In an effort to achieve balanced regional development, 
eight ‘gateway cities’ were identified in the regions; and nine strategically 
located medium-sized ‘hubs’ with populations of 20 000–40 000, which would 
link to their wider rural hinterlands, were also designated. The actual imple-
mentation of the strategy was, however, stymied, as the ability to concentrate 
development within these designated urban gateways and hubs was limited 
by a political willingness to allow dispersal, both through other government 
initiatives (including a major relocation of government jobs to non-designated 
towns) and through rural housing guidelines which did little to curtail rural 
housing development (DoEHLG 2005).

It was also evident that local authorities were failing to align their devel-
opment plan policy with the ambitions of the NSS and density guidelines, as 
sprawling low-density suburban development remained the norm and com-
muter towns in the counties surrounding Dublin grew exponentially. Despite 
all the guidance on the appropriate locations for development and the need 
for higher residential densities and integrated compact growth, the demands 
of development meant that the primary driver remained the market, and 
a pro-growth, pro-development planning system was largely supportive and 
facilitative of this (Daly 2016).

The pro-development approach was also evident in a number of new 
fast-tracking elements which were introduced to the Irish Planning System 
by national government. The 2000 Planning and Development Act provided 
for the designation of Strategic Development Zones (SDZs), specifically des-
ignated areas wherein a fast-track mode of planning would operate to deliver 
development that is considered of strategic social or economic importance to 
the state. With reduced opportunities for appeal, the time frame for the grant 
of permission is reduced and greater certainty is created for developers, as the 
Act removed one of the democratic elements for participation by members of 
the public. Since the introduction of the legislative provisions, 12 SDZs have 
been designated across the country. These are predominantly located in urban 
areas, and the majority of the SDZ planning schemes make provision for the 
development of major new housing areas with accompanying transport and 
education infrastructure, retailing and commercial activity, and amenity areas.

A second strategic fast-track planning mechanism was introduced in 2006 
through the provisions of the Strategic Infrastructure Act 2006. This Act 
removes decision-making powers on certain infrastructure projects entirely 
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from Local Authorities, giving them to a strategic infrastructure division of 
An Bord Pleanála. The legislation lists the classes of development that can 
potentially constitute strategic infrastructure and includes energy, transport, 
health and environmental infrastructure. The legislation provides the oppor-
tunity for the promoter of a project to consult with An Bord Pleanála, which 
decides if the development proposed constitutes strategic development. As 
with the SDZs, the opportunity for the public to engage on these applications is 
reduced. The provisions of this legislation de facto strips the local authority of 
a significant role in the decision making on major infrastructure projects, and 
limits opportunities for public engagement.

During the early 2000s, much urban policy in the booming economy was 
focused on facilitating growth, particularly the delivery of housing, and urban 
regeneration policy was focused on the regeneration of public sector flats 
(apartment) complexes in inner urban areas. The pro-development stance of 
national government policy and entrepreneurial local authorities competing 
with each other for development led to a system which fuelled rather than 
dampened a speculative housing boom (Kitchin et al. 2012).

3.4	 Economic Crisis an Impetus for Change

As the global economic crisis began in 2008, the Irish banking sector expe-
rienced the effects – deposits contracted, mortgage lending collapsed, bad 
loans increased, and it became evident that the value of the property assets on 
which capital had been borrowed was grossly overestimated – and banks faced 
increasing difficulties in borrowing on international markets. The property 
speculation bubble, financed via reckless lending by Irish banks underpinned 
by the international bond markets, burst.

As the Irish banking system was on the verge of collapse in September 
2008, the government guaranteed the deposits and liabilities of all major 
Irish-headquartered banks. This interlinking of sovereign and banking debt 
undermined the creditworthiness of the Irish state. By 2010, the government 
found itself unable to borrow, and because of this fiscal and sovereign debt 
crisis was forced to seek a bailout from the EU, European Central Bank 
(ECB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The subsequent period of 
austerity as the state struggled to rebalance its finances had significant effects 
on urban development. Major capital projects were put on hold, regeneration 
projects in social housing estates stalled, unfinished housing and commercial 
development dotted the landscape (Kitchin et al. 2010), deep cuts were made 
to community and voluntary association funding (Harvey 2012) and efforts 
to reduce public finances led to the local government reforms outlined above. 
The fallout and implications of this period have led to changes to the Irish 
planning and development system, with implications for urban policy.
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4.	 ACTORS: WHO IS DRIVING THE CHANGES?

4.1	 National Government

The Irish government, through its Minister and junior ministers in the 
Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, exerts significant 
influence on the country’s cities and towns and fundamentally shapes the 
policy framework. Historically, the dependence on central government finance 
has limited local authorities’ ability to be proactive in initiating development 
projects in urban areas.

In addition to overseeing policy making in the areas of planning, housing 
and local government, the Minister has the capacity to direct local authorities 
to take on board the policies contained in nationally (NPF) and regionally 
(RSES) produced plans, thus ensuring that local authorities do not deviate 
from these plans. The Minister is also responsible for issuing ministerial 
planning guidelines and directions, which can supersede locally made policy. 
The ministerial influence through planning guidelines was further strength-
ened in 2015 when legislation was amended to allow the relevant Minister to 
include ‘specific planning policy requirements’ in guidance. These are specific 
requirements which local authorities must adhere to.

The issue of central policy guidelines and the tension between the policy 
direction contained therein with the policy outlined in the local development 
plans drafted by the local authorities and approved by the local councillors 
has proved controversial. Recent changes have been criticised as they are 
viewed as undermining the role of locally elected members. The publication 
of Guidelines for Planning Authorities on Sustainable Urban Housing: Design 
Standards for New Apartments (DHPLG 2018a), which specifically disallows 
local authorities from including design standards for apartments (for example 
floorspace, amount of open space, requirements for dual aspect) that go over 
and above the requirements in national guidance, are a case in point. This is 
indicative of further centralisation of the Irish system, as the guidance put in 
place in democratically adopted development plans are overridden by national 
guidance. Increasing flexibility and a focus on efficiency have become the 
dominant thrust of national urban planning policy.

4.2	 Regional Actors

The major lacunae in the governance of Irish urban areas is the lack of regional 
and in particular metropolitan governance for Ireland’s city regions. There are 
no strong structures for regional governance and there is little allegiance to 
the region as a concept (Breathnach 2014). The members of the three regional 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Irish urban policy: from benign neglect to national strategic planning 71

assemblies (the Northern and Western Regional Assembly, Southern Regional 
Assembly and Eastern and Midland Regional Assembly) are not directly 
elected, but elected members are nominated by the constituent local authorities 
to serve on the Regional Assembly, and it is to the local authority that their 
main commitment lies.

This reluctance to engage with the governance of metropolitan areas is 
exemplified in the debate on whether or not directly elected mayors should 
become part of the Irish local governance hierarchy. While the citizens of 
Cork, Limerick and Waterford voted in May 2019 in three plebiscites on 
whether to put in place a directly elected mayor, only the citizens in Limerick 
voted in favour. Dublin was not included in these plebiscites, as it was deemed 
that the complexities surrounding local government in the Dublin metropolitan 
area were too great and required a longer period of discussion. The government 
subsequently approved the setting up of a Citizens’ Assembly to consider 
the best model of local government for Dublin and, in particular, the issue of 
a directly elected mayor and his or her powers. To date this Citizens’ Assembly 
has not been recruited or convened.

While the governance structures underpinning the regions might be criti-
cised, the Regional Assemblies have a number of important roles in relation to 
territorial spatial planning. The new Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies 
(RSES) provide the intervening link between the NPF and county and city 
development plans and specify the detailed tailored approach to development 
and where it will occur in the region. The RSES will be implemented through 
the constituent City and County Development Plans, Local Area Plans (LAPs) 
and Local Economic and Community Plans (LECPs), which are required to be 
consistent with the RSES. Other state agencies and government departments 
are also statutorily required to adapt their sectoral plans to align with and 
support the delivery of the RSES.

This is a significant change in terms of regional planning in an Irish context. 
The former NSS and the regional planning guidelines lacked statutory backing 
and initially there was no requirement for local development plans (for the 
cities and counties) to adhere to the guidelines. In 2010, legislation was passed 
to ensure that through their core strategies local development plans would 
be consistent with regional and national guidance. Subsequently, the Local 
Government Reform Act 2014 provided the legislative context for government 
departments and other state agencies to support the implementation of the 
RSES. The regional assemblies therefore have an important oversight role in 
ensuring the plans from their constituent local authorities are coherent with the 
RSES and the NPF. The current hierarchy of plans and instrument provides 
the wider context for delivering the targets specified in the NPF, which is 
discussed further below.
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A further innovation and reflection of the importance of metropolitan areas 
in Ireland’s spatial and economic development are the Metropolitan Area 
Strategic Plans (MASPs), which have been incorporated into each of the 
RSESs and provide a long-term, 12-year strategic and investment framework 
for Ireland’s five city metropolitan areas. While the production of MASPs is 
a formal recognition of the existence of metropolitan areas and their functional 
areas, the main gap that still remains, as pointed out above, is that there are no 
institutional metropolitan governance structures which could effectively give 
weight to the MASPs and ensure their implementation (Moore-Cherry and 
Tomaney 2019).

The Regional Assemblies also play a role in the management and imple-
mentation of the two Irish Regional EU Operational Programmes (the Border, 
Midland and Western Regional Operational Programme 2014–2020 and the 
Southern and Eastern Regional Operational Programme 2014–2020) which 
distribute the co-funding from the ERDF to the various regional applicants. 
The spatial coverage of the operational programmes is indicative of the lack of 
coherence in governance arrangements at regional level as they cut across the 
current boundaries of the three regional assemblies.

4.3	 Local Authorities

The responsibility for planning and development in urban areas lies with the 
local level of government and the city and county councils. The intention of 
the 1963 Local Government Planning and Development Act was that the local 
planning authorities would have a dual role: that of an agency, to stimulate 
and instigate development, and that of a regulator, to control development by 
the adoption of a development plan with statutory force. The ability of local 
authorities to involve themselves to any great extent in development activities, 
including site assembly and delivering development projects as envisaged 
under the 1963 Act, was severely restricted by their lack of independent 
finance. Thus, historically, local authorities have struggled to deliver major 
regeneration projects in cities and towns and the physical planning system has 
evolved with a disproportionate emphasis on development control and little 
involvement in implementation and strategic urban policies or planning. This 
has led to local authorities being bypassed by the setting up of independent 
quangos such as the Dublin Docklands Development Corporation or Temple 
Bar Properties, and more recently the Land Development Agency.

The constraints on local authorities raising local finance have also exacer-
bated the pro-development ethos of local authorities. In the absence of strong 
local taxation, and a reliance on business rates, local authorities have relied on 
the revenue from planning levies (charges to developers for various services 
on the grant of permission) and on income from planning fees to augment their 
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finances, thus fuelling pro-growth entrepreneurial policies. Furthermore, local 
authorities anxious to facilitate commercial development and its attendant 
rates often end up in competition with neighbouring local authorities, which 
can inhibit collaboration in metropolitan areas.

Utilising the provisions created through national policy initiatives, local 
authorities have been lead partners in various partnerships for areas of their 
cities, either as project leads in regeneration projects framed by Integrated 
Area Plans (IAPs) and in EU co-financed regeneration projects, or as the lead 
planning agencies in SDZs. The difficulty is that often a single project will 
require multiple sources of funding and the use of a range of different instru-
ments and initiatives to deliver a meaningful integrated outcome. However, 
the erosion of local authority power in relation to various decision-making 
processes and the creation of new national agencies documented in this chapter 
undermines the role of local authorities and the overarching framework of the 
local development plan.

4.4	 EU Influence

The impact of the EU on Ireland’s cities and towns is manifold. Bannon 
argued that there were four ways in which this EU impact has been manifested: 
through EU environmental directives which have protected and enhanced ele-
ments of the environment; through various urban-related funding programmes 
and initiatives, notably Urban Pilot Projects (UPPs), and Urban I and II; 
through structural and cohesion funding for urban projects; and through net-
working and exchange programmes (Bannon 2007, p. 239). Currently, many 
Irish local authorities are members of URBACT networks and are involved 
with other European cities and towns in sharing innovative practices. To these 
four drivers could be added the significant influence that the language and 
discourse of the various declarations and charters have had on Irish urban 
guidelines, particularly in relation to the sustainability agenda, and the influ-
ence of the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) on Irish spatial 
planning.

In their exploration of the influence of EU initiatives and European urban 
policies on policy evolution in Ireland, Williams and Varghese (2018) found 
that EU Cohesion Policy, EU directives and the ESDP had strongly influenced 
Irish spatial planning and territorial governance during the period 2000–2016. 
The influence of EU policy can be seen in the shift in Irish planning towards 
a more strategic and regional approach from the previous local development 
led approach. In addition, the financial planning that is central to EU support 
has made the initiation and implementation of major strategic infrastructure 
investments more realistic.
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The availability of EU structural funds, particularly ERDF funds, has played 
an important role in facilitating renewal projects. This was particularly so 
during the 1990s and early 2000s, as alluded to in the section on the evolution 
of national urban policy. More recently, under the 2007–2013 and 2014–2020 
Partnership Agreements between the EU and Irish government an urban 
renewal funding scheme was put in place for the NSS-designated Gateways 
and Hubs. A pilot Gateways and Hubs Grants Scheme was introduced under the 
2007–2013 Regional Operational Programmes (€28 million ERDF funding), 
and this was replicated in the 2014–2020 Operational Programmes through 
the Designated Urban Centre Grant Scheme. Under this scheme, regeneration 
projects which were part of integrated strategies to tackle the social, economic, 
environmental, climate and demographic challenges affecting the areas con-
cerned were funded, with €40 million of ERDF funds contributing to an overall 
budget of €127 million (co-financed by local authorities). This funding was 
particularly important during the period of austerity from 2008 to 2013 when 
the government’s Gateway Innovation Fund, which was intended to fund flag-
ship infrastructure in the NSS gateways, was deferred and EU funds allowed 
some capital investment projects to continue, albeit in a scaled-back manner.

4.5	 Do Parties Matter?

Since 1981 every Irish government formed has been a coalition between either 
one of the two major parties Fine Gael or Fianna Fail and one or two other 
parties from across the political spectrum. Coalitions require compromise and 
this has augured well for the development of urban policy when smaller parties 
or independent politicians in coalition place an emphasis on social or environ-
mental priorities with an urban emphasis. The two main political parties are 
both moderate conservative, centre-right parties and do not differ to any great 
extent ideologically.

Both the main government parties are supportive of market logic and have 
been champions of the development industry. This has meant that to a large 
extent market-supportive policy in urban areas, in the form of tax incentives 
and a focus on private housing development, has been the predominant policy 
thrust over the past 40 years. The long period of these parties’ being in power 
has meant that entrepreneurial, market-based projects have been the norm, 
with very little challenge to these. In general, urban policy has not been a key 
focus of Irish political debate; however, housing and climate issues were sig-
nificant issues in the February 2020 general election.

In the Irish context, the national government is the significant player in 
framing urban policy. As the evolution of urban policy has shown, all the 
key urban policies emanate from this level of government and most funding 
is centrally allocated to local authorities. Local government policy is shaped 
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by policy direction from above and the tendency has been towards the estab-
lishment of new centralised government agencies. While centralisation can 
contribute to coherence in relation to national spatial planning, there is the 
danger of a democratic deficit emerging.

5.	 SPECIFIC POLICIES

This section focuses on the most recent and influential Irish urban policies and 
implementation mechanisms; it confines itself to planning, regeneration and 
housing as the main elements of urban policy.

5.1	 Planning Policy: The National Planning Framework 2018–2040

As outlined in the introduction, the National Planning Framework (NPF) 
published in 2018 provides the most important overview of Irish urban policy 
as well as the context for strengthening Ireland’s urban hierarchy. In terms of 
urban policy, the 11 National Policy Objectives contained in the NPF provide 
a set of overarching policy objectives for Ireland’s urban areas.

The thrust of these policy objectives is to ensure urban areas are attractive, 
liveable and well-designed, offering communities a high quality of life and 
well-being while creating cities and towns which are internationally com-
petitive and drive national and regional growth. The regeneration of existing 
settlements in a more compact manner is recognised as being fundamental 
to sustainability and better environmental outcomes. In terms of territorial 
development, National Policy Objective 7 provides an indication of the desired 
development of Ireland’s urban structure. The ambition is for significant pop-
ulation growth in Ireland’s five cities (Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Galway and 
Waterford) and within the built-up areas of these and other towns and villages, 
to avoid some of the characteristic sprawl of many settlements. The failed 
legacy of previous approaches, which has resulted in commuter towns without 
adequate facilities and amenities and towns which lack the requisite employ-
ment and services functions, is being addressed through the identification of 
opportunities for strategic employment development, enterprise location and 
relocation.

In line with the overarching emphasis on creating more compact urban areas, 
a central policy objective is to develop within existing settlements and to make 
more efficient use of infill and brownfield development sites. The objective is 
for 40 per cent of all new homes to be constructed within the built-up footprint 
of existing settlements countrywide. In the five cities and their suburbs the goal 
is for at least 50 per cent of all new homes to be within their existing built-up 
footprints; in other settlements the target is 30 per cent.
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This compact growth is to be facilitated by investing in sustainable trans-
port systems and supporting amenities and financing significant regeneration 
projects. Unlike the case of the former NSS (which was not specifically linked 
to National Development Plans), the objectives in the NPF are now tied to 
strategic investment outlined in the National Development Plan 2018–2027 
(NDP). A new funding instrument, the Urban Regeneration and Development 
Fund (URDF), and a new Land Development Agency (LDA), together with 
a tranche of major infrastructural projects (including sustainable transporta-
tion infrastructure such as the BusConnects projects for Ireland’s cities, an 
expansion of Dublin’s commuter rail system the DART and the construction 
of a Metro Link in the capital), are all provided for in the NDP. There is a real 
recognition that the ambitions of the NPF need to be underpinned by such 
investment, and this moves the NPF beyond an aspirational vision (Lennon et 
al. 2018).

5.2	 Urban Regeneration Funding

The Urban Regeneration and Development Fund (URDF) is an important 
component of national urban policy that was launched in July 2018 (DHPLG 
2018b). The URDF is to provide €2 billion in funding up to 2027 to renewal 
and redevelopment projects in cities and large urban centres (all towns with 
a population of over 10 000 are eligible to apply). The first call for bids was 
made in 2018 with €100 million allocated to projects beginning in 2019, an 
overall amount of €550 million being allocated to the fund up to the end of 
2022.

The fund requires that public sector agencies (ideally local authorities), 
acting as lead partners, make competitive bids for the fund, with the aim of ini-
tiating projects which rejuvenate underutilised areas for commercial, housing 
and public realm improvements. The projects themselves are required to be 
catalytic and likely to leverage other funding, public and private, and are to 
address the objectives of the NPF in ensuring that significant future develop-
ment occurs within the built-up areas of the cities and towns. The applicants are 
required to provide 25 per cent co-funding (from public and private sources) 
and to demonstrate that the proposal would leverage an additional 100 per cent 
private funding. The proposals deemed eligible for funding are broad-ranging, 
from those relating to active land management to facilitate future development 
to those which are actively delivering public realm improvements, new trans-
port infrastructure or community infrastructure as well as projects focused on 
transitioning to a low-carbon economy.

The first call for bids was made in July 2018, and 189 applications were 
received from which 88 projects were approved. A number of the funded pro-
jects are contributing to major coordinated proposals for city centre renewal, 
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for example the Living Georgian City Project in Limerick, which draws on 
a number of funding sources to regenerate the Georgian core of Limerick city.

This URDF is the first concerted state-led investment in urban regener-
ation since the capital investment in major initiative regeneration projects 
(co-financed by the ERDF) in the 1990s. This scheme is complemented by 
two smaller regeneration initiatives. Firstly, there is the Living City Initiative, 
which is a tax incentive scheme operational from 2015 until 2022 for special 
regeneration areas in the five Irish cities: Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Galway, 
Waterford and in the historic town of Kilkenny. This allows owner-occupiers 
and landlords to claim tax incentives for the refurbishment and conversion of 
pre-1915 buildings for commercial or residential use. Secondly, six small pilot 
towns of circa 2500 population were allocated funding of up to €100 000 to 
explore and develop innovative proposals to encourage the reuse of vacant and 
underused buildings in town centres under the Town Centre Living Initiative.

These schemes could prove to be a catalyst for the regeneration of many 
areas of Ireland’s cities and towns, but they are dependent on the local author-
ities committing to the prioritisation of compact development in their town 
centres and, crucially, on the public choosing to live there. This is a particular 
challenge beyond the major cities and towns where single-family homes on 
large plots in the countryside remain a key component of new housing devel-
opment and are still facilitated in the NPF (Lennon et al. 2018).

5.3	 The Land Development Agency

A key initiative announced as part of the NPF and NDP was the setting up 
of a new semi-state agency called the Land Development Agency (LDA). In 
what is a new departure in Irish planning and urban development, the LDA 
launched in 2018 will be involved in active land management in an effort to 
unlock the potential of public lands for housing development and to stimulate 
regeneration. Its two main functions are to coordinate the regeneration and 
development of appropriate state lands to effectively deliver housing and to 
drive strategic land assembly in conjunction with public and private sector 
landowners.

In line with the provisions of the Rebuilding Ireland Strategy (see below), 
an important remit of the LDA is to provide affordable housing. On all public 
land within its remit the agency must deliver at least 40 per cent of the housing 
in the form of social and affordable housing (10 per cent social, 30 per cent 
affordable). The LDA is committed to providing this on public land and is 
pioneering a model of cost rental housing on land under its control.1 Overall 
the LDA is tasked with delivering 150 000 new homes by 2040, which is a sig-
nificant challenge. In order to carry out its functions, funding of €1.25 billion 
has been earmarked by government to finance it.
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The LDA’s initial portfolio consists of nine major urban brownfield sites in 
public ownership and includes former hospital sites, army barracks, railway 
yards and other former industrial lands, all located in city-centre or suburban 
areas. In line with its role as a national centre of expertise, the LDA has 
in-house experts in the areas of financing and development and is working in 
partnership with public agencies in putting together integrated masterplans 
(where they do not already exist) for the development of these sites. The 
LDA will have a role in assembling the land and in coordinating the delivery 
of infrastructure to these sites. Given the scale of the development proposed 
and the strategic nature of the sites, there is a considerable opportunity for 
ensuring high-class design and for integrating these sites with existing local 
communities.

The early signs are that the LDA is working closely with local authorities 
in advancing plans for the major sites and key urban development projects are 
benefiting from high-level design reviews. There is evidence that the physical 
outcomes will be good. What is less apparent are the potential social and eco-
nomic outcomes from this significant investment. It will be vitally important 
that these are delivered, and that considerable effort is expended in engaging 
with the wider public in the development of these key strategic sites.

5.4	 Housing Policy as a Component of Urban Policy

Since the establishment of the Irish state the dominant approach to housing in 
Ireland has been the promotion of owner occupation. This has been supported 
through financial incentives such as mortgage interest relief, incentives for 
first-time buyers, direct subsidies for purchasers, right-to-buy schemes for 
social housing tenants, shared-ownership schemes and government-backed 
home loans (Redmond and Norris 2014; Norris 2016). Social housing has 
predominantly been provided by local authorities and, to a lesser extent, 
non-profit housing associations (8 per cent of all housing is rented from local 
authorities and less than 1 per cent from housing associations) (CSO 2017). In 
contrast to many European countries, social housing has become increasingly 
residualised, targeted at the poorest households (Redmond and Norris 2014). 
The main policy thrust in current Irish housing policy is to rely on the private 
sector to deliver social and affordable housing through various mechanisms.

One of the means of leveraging social and affordable housing provision is 
through Part V of the Planning and Development Act 2000. This component 
of planning legislation legally obliges private sector developers to subsidise 
social and affordable housing on residential development sites (DoELG 2000). 
Developers were initially required, as a condition of planning permission in 
housing and apartment developments of more than four units, to transfer to the 
local authority up to 20 per cent of the site for use as social and/or affordable 
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housing. A significant element of the legislation is that the site must be trans-
ferred to the local authority at existing-use value rather than current market 
value. There are a number of options available to developers to deliver the 
requirements, although the preference of local authorities is to have housing 
units transferred. The legislation had two aims. Firstly, it aimed to allow local 
authorities to access development in a cost-efficient manner, thereby enabling 
them to subsidise the provision of social and affordable housing. The second, 
more social aim, or social engineering aim, was to reduce what was seen as 
the undue segregation between public and private housing by creating mixed 
tenure developments to encourage social mix and social interaction (Russell 
and Redmond 2009). In 2015 an amendment to the legislation reduced the 
requirement for transfer to 10 per cent of developments of over nine units.

During the boom years of the Celtic Tiger there was an increasing reli-
ance on the private sector, both to deliver social housing using Part V of the 
Planning and Development Act 2000 and to regenerate large existing social 
housing estates, which were in poor condition and required renewal. The 
renewal approach taken from 2001 was to leverage the increase in land values 
of these estates that was precipitated by the property boom and to regenerate 
them using the mechanism of Public Private Partnership (PPP).

This form of regeneration using PPP involves the transfer of public land 
to a private developer who can build and sell owner-occupied housing and 
commercial retail units in return for providing a reduced amount of new social 
housing and accompanying community facilities. The aim was to demolish 
the existing social housing flat complexes and ensure their redevelopment at 
a much higher density as mixed tenure estates. As with the Part V provisions, 
the argument is that mixed tenure would create a better social mix and reduce 
concentrations of social housing which were often viewed as failed entities. To 
a large extent this was a state-sanctioned gentrification process (Kelly 2014).

Ostensibly, this approach was to be a no-cost solution for the state (although 
this is disputed, Hearne 2011). In Dublin City Council’s area, by 2008, at the 
time of the property crash, 12 local authority estates had been earmarked for 
this form of renewal, with other schemes proposed in Limerick and a number 
of other regional towns. The onset of the economic crisis meant that the entire 
premise on which these PPPs were based was undermined. The developers 
who had initially engaged with the process withdrew, leaving the communities 
in these estates with little prospect of upgrading their dwellings and the estates 
subject to further deterioration due to de-tenanting and lack of investment 
(Hearne and Redmond 2014).

5.4.1	 The economic crisis and housing policy
One of the outcomes of the property market crash and subsequent years of 
austerity was a severe contraction in development activity across the country, 
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including in urban areas. With significant constraints on capital spending there 
was little or no opportunity for public sector investment in major renewal pro-
jects and in particular for investing directly in social housing provision.

The market collapse associated with property meant that for a period from 
2010 to 2016, during the recession and early years of recovery, housing devel-
opment contracted significantly. At the lowest point in 2013 only 8301 units 
of housing were completed nationally in Ireland. The crisis in public finances 
which resulted in drastic cuts to capital spending on the direct provision of 
social housing, coupled with a dependence on the private sector through Part 
V and PPPs for the provision of social and affordable housing, meant that there 
was also a very limited amount of social housing constructed during this period 
– a mere 293 units in 2013 (DECLG 2014). With minimal housing construc-
tion over the period, as the economy recovered and the population continued to 
grow, shortages of housing became apparent. With few new homes being built, 
demand in the private rented sector grew, pushing up rents.

The lack of provision of social housing in particular caused difficulties 
for those who were either dependent on social welfare or who were on low 
incomes. The people in this group were priced out of the rental market by rising 
rents, and the scarcity of alternatives led to rising levels of homelessness. As 
the state had been relying on subsidising the private sector to provide housing 
to those in need, through leasing agreements and rent supplements, this also 
put pressure on rents. As the Irish economy recovered, the policy context was 
dominated by the pressure to address the crisis in the housing system. While 
the failure of previous market-based and neoliberal policy might have provided 
pause for thought in relation to the production of entrepreneurial urban policy, 
in essence what has evolved is a deepening of neoliberalisation in planning and 
urban policy instruments.

5.4.2	 Post-crisis policy – rebuilding Ireland, deepening 
neoliberalisation

In order to tackle the growing housing crisis, the government produced a new 
housing policy document entitled Rebuilding Ireland: Action Plan for Housing 
and Homelessness (Government of Ireland 2016). This action plan aims to 
increase housing supply through measures in five action pillars: (1) address 
homelessness, (2) accelerate social housing provision, (3) build more homes, 
(4) improve the rental sector, and (5) utilise existing housing. The overall aim 
is to facilitate the provision of some 100 000 new housing units in the period 
2017–2020 and to deliver 50 000 social housing units in the period to 2021.

To increase the supply of housing, a number of initiatives have been 
launched to increase output; these include the setting up of the Land 
Development Agency and the utilisation of state lands (see above); the estab-
lishment of a Local Infrastructure Housing Activation Fund, a €200 million 
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fund to provide enabling infrastructure to open up key sites for housing 
development; and planning reforms. The latter included the introduction of 
a fast-track system for large-scale housing developments – Strategic Housing 
Development – and the publication of new guidance on build-to-rent apartment 
accommodation and shared accommodation (student housing and co-living). 
The Guidelines for Planning Authorities on Sustainable Urban Housing: 
Design Standards for Apartments (DHPLG 2018a), which have been heavily 
influenced by the development industry (Lennon and Waldron 2019), have 
specifically reduced the standards required in build-to-rent and shared accom-
modation schemes in terms of private open space, car parking and provision 
of childcare, and have increased the number of studio and one-bedroom units 
that are permissible within apartment schemes. These are at odds with previ-
ous standards in the development plans of many urban authorities. Coupled 
with national guidelines on building heights set out in Urban Development 
and Building Heights: Guidelines for Planning Authorities (DHPLG 2018c), 
which explicitly prohibit urban local authorities putting in place blanket height 
guidelines, this means that local authorities have much less leeway to influence 
the design of apartment developments in their functional areas.

5.4.3	 Strategic housing development
A key change introduced in response to Rebuilding Ireland is the introduction 
of fast-track Strategic Housing Developments. This legislative provision intro-
duced in 2016 allows large housing applications of a hundred units or more 
and applications for student accommodation of 200+ bed spaces to be made 
directly to An Bord Pleanála, bypassing the local authority decision-making 
system. While this was initially introduced for a two-year period, it has been 
extended until the end of 2021.

The aim is to incentivise large-scale housing production through reducing 
the time required in the planning system, as there is no third-party appeals 
process. An Bord Pleanála becomes the decision-making authority in the first 
instance – albeit with a role for consultation with the local authority and an 
opportunity for submissions by members of the public. As An Bord Pleanála 
can contravene the local development plan in the strategic national interest, the 
process circumvents the local democratic system and usurps the role of locally 
elected representatives who are responsible for adopting the local develop-
ment plan. This is another incidence of a move away from local authorities to 
the centre and much more firmly establishes An Bord Pleanála as a national 
decision-making body and less as a forum for challenge and appeal.

Housing is currently the key challenge of urban policy and a priority of 
government. As a result, some progress is being made on the delivery of 
housing, including the delivery of a greater number of social housing units. 
Significant challenges do remain however, not least in relation to the thorny 
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issue of affordability, although some inroads may be made in this regard 
through the LDA. The emphasis on securing social housing through the 
private rented sector, either through direct payment of rent by local authorities 
to private landlords by way of Housing Assistance Payments (HAPs) and 
Rent Supplement (RS) (via the Rental Accommodation Scheme), or through 
long-term leasing arrangements, is also problematic. Rising rental costs leave 
a limited choice for HAPs and RS recipients, and for local authorities the costs 
associated with these schemes are rising. The construction of social housing 
guards against this and also provides counter-cyclicality in housing output. 
However, although there has been an increase in social housing construction, it 
is only addressing a small portion of the current need (Byrne and Norris 2018; 
Watson and Corrigan 2019).

6.	 CONCLUSIONS

The current focus on urban areas in spatial policy illustrates that Irish urban 
policy has moved centre stage, following many years on the margins. Although 
there is no explicit urban policy, national-level spatial planning is now focused 
on delivering balanced regional development and compact city growth. There 
is recognition in the National Planning Framework of the vital role of towns 
and cities in Irish spatial and economic development and that the spatial and 
economic are intertwined. It is promising that the NPF is promoting a more 
compact urban form and has moved the debate on urban and regional devel-
opment to national objectives in place of a purely local growth issue. This 
represents a significant change in ambition from the historically highly local-
ised form of planning that has existed in Ireland and the extent to which local 
pro-development politics have favoured decentralised growth. For the first 
time cities are at the foreground of national policy and a national spatial plan 
is closely aligned with the funding mechanism of the NDP. It is also encour-
aging that a well-funded regeneration programme to support the ambitions and 
requirements of the urban centres earmarked for consolidation is in place and 
that more active land management through the LDA will conceivably deliver 
a greater quantum of social and affordable housing.

There are a number of downsides to this approach to urban policy. The first 
is that economic development is the overarching priority, and this tends to 
supersede other elements of policy areas. It can also be argued that the NPF 
and NDP reinforce the role of planning activities as direct physical develop-
ment enablement and facilitation rather than balancing the conflicting interests 
of society and prioritising issues of equity, social justice and environment 
(Lennon et al. 2019).

A second critical trend is the growing centralisation of power at national 
level. This is evident in the enhanced Ministerial role of the Minister for 
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Housing, Planning and Local Government, the new powers of decision 
making granted to An Bord Pleanála in Strategic Housing Development, and 
the establishment of the Land Development Agency and the Office of the 
Planning Regulator. The centralisation of power further emasculates the local 
authority and creates distance between the directly elected representatives 
and the shaping and delivery of policy and projects. This runs counter to the 
principles of the Urban Agenda of the European Union (established in 2016) 
which promotes subsidiarity and suggests that urban authorities, as the level 
of government closest to citizens, should have the key role in the governance 
of urban areas.

Centralisation of power through its removal from the local level and through 
reducing opportunities for public participation in various elements of planning 
is consistent with the ongoing neoliberalisation of the Irish planning system. 
This is a continuing tendency in the Irish context whereby planning legislation 
has been shaped to support and facilitate an entrepreneurial approach to gov-
ernance and to support development capital (Fox Rogers et al. 2011). Given 
the legacy of an Irish planning system that from the outset was development 
led, and urban regeneration policy and housing policy which historically relied 
on the private sector as the delivery mechanism, as noted in this chapter, this 
is not surprising. The NPF and NDP offer new opportunities for urban Ireland 
and the MASPs provide a framework for metropolitan collaboration among 
local authorities. Only the future will tell if these can deliver the more sustain-
able urban places which they envisage.

NOTE

1.	 This is a new departure in an Irish context, where in contrast to other European 
countries cost rental housing has not been used heretofore.
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5.	 The unaccomplished quest for urban 
policies in Italy. ‘Waiting for Godot’ 
in the country of one hundred cities
Valeria Fedeli

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Over the last decade, the national scientific debate has intensively discussed 
and lamented the lack of a specific and explicit national policy framework for 
urban areas in Italy (Urban@it 2016, 2017; CSS 2011; Cremaschi 2006, 2008, 
2010). The country has been suffering for decades from the absence of a clear 
strategy to tackle the urban question and explicitly support cities to address it. 
Thus cities have been engaged in lobbying at the regional and national level for 
a long time in order to gain more attention and resources; their main networks 
and associations are particularly active in trying to make evident the need for 
specific attention to cities in the policy agenda. At the same time, they have 
developed their own local responses to the lack of national urban policy, often 
taking advantage of the innovation coming from international urban agendas 
and policy debates.

The current situation can be considered the outcome of a complex interplay 
between different factors. In 2014 several Italian universities constituted 
Urban@it, an academic think-tank whose aim is to explicitly argue the need 
for a national focus on the urban question (Urban@it 2016). Since then, 
a series of yearly reports edited by Urban@it have made evident the peculiari-
ties of the situation, shedding light on some of the structural characteristics that 
Italy shares with other European countries.1

On the one hand, the general hollowing out of the national state in favour 
of a decentralisation process started in the 1970s (Brenner 2004) and has 
dramatically reduced the role of central government in several fields. More 
recently, some opportunities generated at supranational level have brought 
new attention by the national government to the urban policy field (Urban@it 
2016, 2018). This is the case of recent initiatives launched under the process 
fed by the Habitat III conference, but also the outcome of a long-standing tra-
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dition of engagement within the European and international debate and action 
framework. Several cities have taken advantage of the innovative programmes 
promoted by the European Union (EU) in the 1990s and, more recently, of 
the 2014–2020 cohesion policy, either following the National Operational 
Programme (PON Metro) based on integrated sustainable urban development 
or applying for other programmes like the Urban Innovative Actions (UIA) 
where cities can have a more autonomous role.

On the other hand, over the same period, at local level cities have gained 
additional autonomy and legitimacy, working intensively at developing policy 
styles and innovations that have consistently impacted their capacity for action 
and their results. The country has seen a growing protagonism of mayors and 
cities with significant political effects. Several mayors have become important 
political actors at the national government level, sometimes being able to esca-
late their attention to the urban question to the national debate. Unfortunately, 
these initiatives have produced limited transcalar policy mobility (Urban@it 
2016), having less impact on the national debate than might have been hoped 
for.

The consequence of both this new other-directed and inner-directed focus 
on cities is that, since the second half of the 2010s, a new cycle of explicit 
urban policies or programmes has emerged, although it still has a fragmented 
and episodic character. So much so that, as we will argue, we are still in a sit-
uation where the country seems to lack a strategic vision for the role of cities, 
despite having introduced several windows of opportunities for them. The 
result is that, paradoxically (see Caudo 2013 and De Leo and Ombuen 2018, 
among others), the country of ‘one hundred cities’ seems to be still ‘waiting 
for Godot’ (like Vladimir and Estragon in the famous play by Samuel Beckett), 
that is, a national urban policy, while the urban scene is crowded by initiatives 
that create a complicated jigsaw which is challenging to piece together from 
a scholarly point of view. In fact, both policymakers and stakeholders are also 
struggling to get a clear picture of the current situation.

This chapter will illustrate this fragmented and unclear situation from three 
different perspectives: the lack of an explicit urban agenda and the current 
manifold efforts to generate a policy debate (section 2), the impact of the 
current cycle of cohesion policy and its limited capacity to influence policy 
mobility (section 3) and, finally, the recent initiatives promoted by the national 
government and the unaccomplished expectations of a national urban policy 
(section 4).
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2.	 LACKING AN EXPLICIT URBAN AGENDA: THE 
NEED TO CONSTRUCT A PUBLIC DEBATE

Italy is known as the country of one hundred cities. The importance of cities 
in the history of the country has always been acknowledged (see, among 
others, Dematteis 2011). Nevertheless, since its foundation as a unitary state, 
and particularly during its history as a republic after the Second World War, 
Italy has never explicitly invested in a national urban policy (Donolo 2006; 
Allulli 2010; Caudo 2013; Vitali 2014). In 2011 the ‘Libro Bianco sulle città’ 
(‘White Paper on cities’), edited by Dematteis and promoted by a large number 
of Italian urban scholars (members of the Consiglio Italiano per le Scienze 
Sociali, CSS 2011), tried to highlight both the need and urgency to reconcep-
tualise the idea of the city and the consequent need to innovate in the field of 
urban policies. The debate was relaunched in 2014 by a book edited by Calafati 
(Calafati 2014), which moved a step forward in addressing the problem raised 
by the Libro Bianco, indicating the need to shape an urban agenda.

In 2015, Urban@it (an association promoted in 2014 by Università di 
Bologna, Politecnico di Milano and IUAV, followed by several other Italian 
universities engaged in the urban field, with the pivotal role of a former mayor 
and Member of Parliament Walter Vitali, see Vitali 2014) tried to construct 
a public debate on the role of cities in contemporary Italy, their nature and their 
need to be supported by resources, ideas and a clear policy vision. Since 2014, 
through the yearly reports of Urban@it, experts have tried to distil the most 
important and open research and policy issues and provide a possible set of 
policy solutions to experts, policymakers and citizens. Following these reports, 
we can identify five key issues, among others, that need to be addressed, which 
is crucial for developing a description of the current situation.

The first urgent issue has to do with the need to reconceptualise the nature 
of the urban in Italy. Despite a strong historical relationship between the 
urban and the rural in the country, Italy’s urban imagination has remained 
mainly dependent on a traditional understanding of cities, being related to 
municipal boundaries (Dematteis 2011). This fact has influenced the outcome 
of any attempt to organise and institute forms of metropolitan governance 
or intermunicipal coordinated action, so much so that few changes have 
been registered in terms of urban governance, even during the last century. 
Still, large and medium-sized cities in practice share the same powers and 
autonomy. Processes of regionalisation of the urban have been observed 
and conceptualised since the 1960s (see for example De Carlo et al. 1963). 
Recently, academics and experts have also described the emergence of a new 
metropolitan (Martinotti 1993), regional or post-metropolitan dimension 
(see Balducci et al. 2017 a, b for a reconstruction of the debate over the last 
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20 years). Nevertheless, the city and its government’s ideas have remained 
largely dependent on a model of municipal government designed in the nine-
teenth century and even before the construction of the national identity. This 
consistently limits the conceptualisation of the urban question in terms of both 
problem setting and problem solving. What is more, there is a growing need 
to reflect on the different nature of cities across the country, which vary from 
large urban conurbations to networks of small and medium-sized cities.

In particular, as highlighted by the 2016 Urban@it report, the absence of 
a national observatory on cities remains a crucial issue. At national level, 
there has never been a specific space for observing and collecting information 
on cities. Recent attempts by the network of Italian cities (ANCI – National 
Association of Italian Municipalities) to create a think-tank dedicated to 
cities and a recent research project funded by the Presidency of the Council 
of Ministers in 2017 are some of the few initiatives heading in this direction, 
together with recent works promoted by the National Statistics Institute, 
ISTAT.

At the same time, the recent institution of metropolitan cities with the Law 
7 April 2014, n. 56 (the ‘legge Delrio’, named after the then Minister DelRio), 
has failed to initiate a new debate on the nature of the urban: metropolitan 
cities have been shaped on the basis of the previous provincial geography, in 
order to speed up their institution. The decision to dedicate the ESIF National 
Operational programme by the Italian government to metropolitan cities, has 
only partially given an answer to this problem, as we will highlight in the 
following paragraphs. The problem remains how can the country identify and 
develop a diversified policy for its differentiated urban conditions.

The second important issue is related to the role that cities can play for the 
country in a wider sense. Again, even though it has been evident for centuries 
that cities are the largest contributor to the economic growth of the country, 
both at national and regional level, the role that cities can play in national eco-
nomic performance is still controversial. After experiencing structural change 
in the 1970s and 1980s due to a process of deindustrialisation, cities have then 
been deeply affected by the 2008 economic crisis. The implosion of real estate, 
which in the early 2000s was the leading driver of urban renewal, has shown 
the need to reinvent urban economies based on a new relationship between 
cities and their wider territories. The paradox, as highlighted by Giancarlo 
Viesti, one of the editors of the 2019 Urban@it report (Urban@it 2019), is that 
urban areas have witnessed significantly greater growth when compared to 
non-urban areas (Banca d’Italia 2018). At the same time, they perform much 
worse than urban areas in other developed countries, particularly in terms of 
the production of added value. In addition, while the urban areas and cities 
have high social and environmental costs, the social advantages of living in 
cities are quite limited. This situation is made even more problematic by the 
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restructuring of capitalism that is taking place, especially in the urban areas 
in the absence of a national economic strategy. The spatial consequences are 
quite evident, yet at the same time scarcely governed; the progressive reduc-
tion of public expenditure has further negatively impacted on the capacity of 
Italian cities to react to the restructuring of their economic bases and their role 
for the country. The question remains why and how the country should turn 
back to investing explicitly in cities and more generally given cities can be 
a solution for the problems of the country.

The third issue has to do with the contrast between the lack of a national 
policy and the emergence of an urban agenda from below; in the absence of 
a national framework, cities have not stood still (Urban@it 2017, 2018). Since 
the 1990s, when mayors became directly elected in the context of an important 
process of decentralisation that started in the 1970s, they have consolidated 
their role in several policy fields. Unfortunately, the growing visibility and 
legitimacy of mayors and local politicians has received limited support in the 
form of financial resources. This has resulted in consistent gaps between the 
new expectations of local policies and their real capacity for action. In order to 
find solutions to the urgent problems that affect their cities, mayors have been 
working hard to find resources to address in a timely manner policy problems 
such as the housing shortage; the shrinkage of the economic base and the 
need to renew it; the mobility deficit and the need to rethink people mobility; 
the environmental question as well as the deterioration of material welfare, 
basically built during the 1960s; and the changing demographic composition 
of cities including the growing ageing population. The need to develop a new 
alliance between public and private actors has become more and more urgent; 
nevertheless, a public–private relationship still remains far from being estab-
lished. This has become even more problematic due to the restriction of public 
expenditures initiated by the 2008 economic crisis. The 2018 Urban@it report 
has clearly highlighted how the multitude of interesting local experiences is 
not able to feed into a national strategy.

At the same time, cities are experiencing the emergence of multi-actor 
processes. The new Urban@it report for 2021 will be dedicated to exploring 
an open issue, namely ‘who is governing the city’? It is in fact evident that the 
policy arena is becoming increasingly crowded and fragmented. Municipal 
governmental bodies are suffering, on the one hand, from their limited capac-
ity to generate public participatory processes, due to the impoverishment and 
fragilisation of intermediate social classes, and, on the other hand from the 
emerging role of new translocal economic actors, which have impacted even 
more negatively on their capacity to react to the multifaceted urban question. 
Nevertheless, cities have promoted several interesting experiments, sometimes 
really valuable in their results, but, as Pasqui (2010) suggests, if it is possible 
that a national urban policy can be inspired by local experiences, it is also clear 
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that there is scope for understanding how this can happen and in particular to 
what extent extraordinary-situated and general, ordinary policies should be 
combined in making a urban agenda. In other words, can a localist view be 
a solution to a national problem?

The fourth and most important issue is related to the way in which the 
explicit urban-related initiatives have been defined so far and should be 
rethought. As we will see in the next paragraphs, some of the recent public 
policies promoted at national level have provided an interpretation of urban 
policy basically inspired by two keywords: ‘peripheries’ and ‘urban regener-
ation’. But, as the 2020 Urban@it report has clearly highlighted, the notion 
of periphery that forms the basis of public policies is quite traditional, and 
an in-depth understanding of marginality should be developed instead which 
is able to address the multifaceted nature of marginality and peripherality in 
contemporary cities. The same can be said for the term ‘urban regeneration’, 
which is also largely unable to deal with a policy integration logic aimed at 
fully and innovatively addressing the complexity of an urban agenda based on 
sustainable development goals.

Finally, as highlighted by the 2018 Urban@it report, the result is a still 
consistent gap between official and institutional policy responses to the urban 
question and the initiatives from below that so far have been promoted at 
local level or by way of sectoral innovation. The next section will argue this, 
reconstructing the last decade of initiatives, which has been characterised by 
an important effort to reconceptualise the policy problem and open a public 
debate, despite the limited results.

3.	 THE IMPACT OF THE LAST EU 2014–2020 
POLICY CYCLE: EXPLORING THE 
MECHANISMS AND THE EFFECTS OF POLICY 
MOBILITY

During the 1990s and early 2000s, Italian cities were widely engaged in a pro-
gramme of policy innovation promoted at EU level. In particular, the experi-
ments launched under the Urban programme are still considered some of the 
most interesting policy innovations experienced both locally and nationally. In 
fact, also at a central level, those years saw a strong commitment to experiment 
with new policy models, with additional national initiatives inspired by the 
EU debate. As a result, since then, policy integration, public participation and 
public–private partnerships have become central pillars of the policy debate 
and programmes. One should also note that the definition of urban policy in 
Italy is largely intertwined with EU urban policy’s history; as a matter of fact, 
before the 1990s, urban planning rather than urban policy was central in the 
urban debate. As Fareri reminded us in 2000 (Fareri 2000, quoted in Pasqui 
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2010), ten years before, the most important public policy handbook, written 
by Bruno Dente (Dente 1990), did not even mention the field of urban policies 
among public policies. The reasons are manifold, but it must be remembered 
that the country had never conceptualised explicitly urban policies as such 
before the EU promoted the experiments of the 1990s. Of course, several sec-
toral policies had changed in a significant way the ‘urban’, producing a large 
set of urban facilities during the 1950s and 1960s. However, the results of the 
EU experiments, as discussed by several authors, have never really been fully 
assessed, and according to several scholars the experiments did not produce 
consistent and permanent innovation (Palermo 2001; Pasqui 2010). Indeed, it 
was in the late 1980s that the first Ministry for Urban Areas, although without 
specific financial resources, was instituted (the Ministero per le aree urbane, 
instituted in 1987 and active until 1993) and then turned into a Department 
of the Presidency of the Council of Ministers before being progressively 
detached from the competences of the Ministry for Public Works and partially 
linked with the Ministry of Infrastructures, under the DICOTER section, thus 
further weakening the policy framework. Following the urban initiative, the 
national government launched the Urban Italia initiative and later the so-called 
Contratti di Quartiere, largely inspired by the European urban acquis through-
out the 1990s up to the mid-2000s.

This was strongly supported by a political cycle largely inspired by the rise 
of the new protagonism of mayors, which had become politically and demo-
cratically legitimised but also visible and accountable for the results (Palermo 
and Savoldi 2002; Tedesco 2003; Cremaschi 2006) in those years, especially 
after the laws of the 1990s which made mayors democratically elected.

The mainstreaming of urban policies, as proposed by the EU during 
2007–2013, cast a shadow on the most interesting results of the 1990s, since 
locally they were only systematised and critically assessed to a limited extent. 
As a result, despite an intense decade of experiments mainly characterised 
by a new awareness of the importance of integrated action (linking the phys-
ical and the social dimensions), some of the most positive results have only 
been partially taken up at national level. What is more, Italy has remained in 
a certain sense more of a policy-taker than a policymaker (a downloader rather 
than an uploader) in this field, despite its intense experimental activity carried 
out by cities at the local level since the late 1980s. Nevertheless, the last years 
of this EU policy cycle were crucial for setting the ground for the innovations 
to come. In fact, in 2011, the first proposal concerning the institution of the 
CIPU (Comitato interministeriale per le aree urbane) and the need for for-
mulating a national urban agenda was discussed in parliament, and the Monti 
government charged the new Minister Fabrizio Barca with coordinating the 
production of a new urban agenda for the country.
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Under the following last policy cycle 2014–2020, the country has indeed 
invested in the urban question and dimension; this has happened at differ-
ent levels and from different perspectives. At a conceptual level, Italy has 
consistently engaged with the debate on the new policy cycle. The general 
principles for the reform of cohesion policy have been transferred to the 
Italian context by a policy document edited by the Ministry for Territorial 
Development (Ministero per la Coesione Territoriale et al. 2012), headed by 
the same Fabrizio Barca, who had been the main rapporteur to the commission 
on the topic. Based on this strategic document, for the first time in decades, 
the national government was not only able to conceptualise the emergence of 
a metropolitan dimension in Italy but also to focus on the related policy and 
governance challenges (Ministero per la Coesione Territoriale et al. 2012). 
Moreover, the document provided an interpretation of the country as being 
made up of three different, but highly interrelated, socio-spatial formations 
in need of specific developmental policies, namely metropolitan areas, inner 
areas and the southern regions, particularly focusing on their cities.

Based on this innovative vision, Italy has developed its own European 
Structural and Investment Fund (ESIF) National Operational Programme 
dedicating the 5 per cent of the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF) allocated for sustainable urban development to initiatives pro-
moted by metropolitan cities. The so-called Multi-fund National Operational 
Programme Metropolitan Cities 2014–2020 (PON Metro) has prioritised the 
largest cities and metropolitan areas (Turin, Genoa, Milan, Bologna, Venice, 
Florence, Rome, Bari, Naples, Reggio Calabria, Cagliari, Catania, Messina 
and Palermo). With the main objective being social inclusion, the programme 
has focused on the following main axes: 1) the digital metropolitan agenda 
based on the ERDF; 2) sustainability of service and urban mobility (ERDF), 
aiming at redesigning public services based on a digital agenda and a more 
efficient and sustainable mobility; 3) social inclusion services (based on the 
ESF – the European Social Fund); and 4) infrastructures (ERDF) dedicated to 
social innovation for the inclusion of the most fragile population segments and 
areas. The total budget amounts to 892.9 million euros, of which 588.1 million 
euros comes from the structural and European investment funds intervening 
at regional level with different financial intensity, with a special focus on the 
less developed regions. Generally speaking, the PON Metro is largely inspired 
by both the principles of integrated sustainable urban development and the 
place-based approach (Briata and Gelli 2018).

Nevertheless, its impact and role have been critically examined by several 
experts. In particular, so far, the decision to invest at the metropolitan scale 
has not been definitively supported by both an appropriate budget and 
a policy-design orientation. The focus has remained, rather, on quite tradi-
tional urban regeneration processes, many of which are concentrated in the 
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central cities of the metropolitan areas, and despite some interesting attempts 
to go beyond the city boundaries and business-as-usual projects, there is little 
evidence of a step forward. Moreover, there is quite clear evidence that the 
leading role played by the central level as the managing authority has limited 
the innovative potential of the initiative since its very beginning. In fact, it has 
suggested a quite traditional understanding of the city and the urban question 
quite in line with the local track records of urban regeneration policies, without 
promoting a strategic initiative and, to a limited extent, taking into considera-
tion the innovation capacity and activism of local contexts.

This latter point is particularly evident when considering that Italian cities 
have been participating intensively in the Urban Innovative Actions (UIA) 
initiative and some of them with consistent success throughout the different 
calls for proposals of the programme. At the same time, with Italy being 
a regionalised country, with the role of the regions growing, the regional 
operational programmes have been able to further support urban-oriented 
policies with some interesting results, which, unfortunately, so far have not 
been able to feed a process of policy mobility and have remained quite local 
with limited successes (see in particular the case of Emilia Romagna, Balducci 
and Calvaresi 2018).

More interestingly, over the last years, the country has experimented with 
the place-based approach within the so-called Strategia nazionale aree interne 
(National Strategy for Internal Areas), inspired by the same original policy 
document of 2012 and dedicated to supporting more than half of Italy’s small 
cities and villages, where 23 per cent of the Italian population is concentrated.2 
The programme is based on the idea that such contexts are worthy of a spe-
cific public policy able to reconnect them to policy innovators and aimed 
at reintroducing them in a developmental perspective, without losing their 
particular characters. Policy missions promoted at national level to support 
place-based-approach initiatives are at the centre of the initiative, which is one 
of the most interesting and innovative strategies designed for the country. Such 
a vision, according to many experts, could also be inspiring, methodologically, 
for the urban areas, but is still far from being delivered.

Finally, Italy has been also using the Integrated Territorial Investment 
(ITI) tool and Community-Led Local Development (CLLD), as proposed 
by the 2014–2020 cohesion policy. ITIs have not been intensively used in 
order to promote a new urban geography, while CLLD has, on the contrary, 
been largely used in several urban and non-urban contexts with interesting 
results, in particular from the point of view of the creation of new governance 
alliances. According to the STRAT-BOARD dataset, Italy has promoted 185 
strategies of territorial development and is the only country that has used all 
the tools made available by the 2014–2020 cohesion policy. In 11 cases ITIs 
have been used within urban areas, while 23 strategies have been developed 
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through CLLD.3 All in all, Italy has by and large respected the 5 per cent ERDF 
ringfencing for urban areas; in some regions, this has even been exceeded. 
Nevertheless, it is still hard to find a sound evaluation of the results and, more 
than that, a clear-cut reflection able to feed a new urban policy cycle for the 
country.

4.	 THE EMERGENCE OF EXPLICIT URBAN 
POLICIES, DESPITE THE LACK OF 
A STRATEGIC AND OVERALL VISION

Since 2010, several initiatives have been launched at the national level with 
the aim of supporting cities to deal with the urban dimension. Despite their 
strong interaction with the EU framework described above, many of them have 
been launched in the absence of a clear vision and strategy. This can be easily 
explained by the fragmented political situation of the country. After the ‘gov-
ernment of technicians’ led by Monti between 2011 and 2013, which brought 
the country out of the economic crisis, three centre-left coalitions, guided by 
Presidents Letta, Renzi and Gentiloni, have governed the country. The current 
government, led by Conte, was first supported by a centre-right coalition and 
then, since 2019, by a centre-left one. Five different governments, suffering 
from quite weak political majorities and limited political agreement, have 
run the country in less than a decade. At the same time, despite the chang-
ing majority composition, their centre-left orientation has provided a more 
city-oriented agenda, opening the debate about a possible national urban 
agenda, an issue almost left behind by the centre-right coalitions all through 
the 2000s. Moreover, during the Renzi government, some mayors became 
important political actors at the national level, thus bringing new attention to 
the role of cities (Renzi was formerly mayor of the city of Florence).

In this respect the first important act in opening a new phase for cities has 
been the Law decree 83, 22/6/2012, then converted into the Law 134/2012. 
Titled ‘Misure Urgenti per la crescita del Paese’ (‘Urgent measures for 
the growth of the country’), it related to relaunching the country after the 
2011 economic crisis. It instituted, as we have seen above, the ‘Committee 
of Ministers for urban policies’ (CIPU) to focus on the urban dimension. 
Expected to become the reference point for the elaboration of a national urban 
policy, it initially contributed to starting a new exploration into the chang-
ing nature of cities, in particular launching a new production of knowledge 
through the idea of constituting a statistical observatory on cities. Despite 
the many expectations, particularly from experts and local policymakers, the 
CIPU committee was reduced in power over the decade and finally dismantled. 
Only recently, before the explosion of the Covid-19 pandemic, there were 
promises to reinstitute it. In the same period, the Law 134/2012 instituted 
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the so-called ‘Piano nazionale per le città’ (‘National plan for cities’) under 
the responsibility of the Vice Ministry for Infrastructure and Transportation, 
which, supported by Ance and Censis, is dedicated mainly to supporting urban 
renewal actions in degraded areas and the building sector. In total 224 million 
euros were made available, with cities all over the country applying for these 
funds (446 applications were received by the Steering Committee, see Caudo 
2013), thus demonstrating the strong expectations of such a measure on the 
part of cities. An additional 94 million euros were dedicated to ‘Aree franche’ 
(tax-free areas) for urban renewal initiatives, thus also clarifying the fact that 
these first initiatives were inspired by a logic of economic development. This 
first initiative was followed by the so-called ‘6000 Campanili’ plan (6000 town 
bells plan), launched to support small and medium towns all over the country 
with physical regeneration processes.

A second and more recent step towards a more systematic understanding 
and action for cities was the institution of a special Parliamentary Commission 
on ‘Problemi di sicurezza e periferie urbane’ (‘Security problems and urban 
peripheries’) in 2016, aimed at providing usable knowledge in order to tackle 
an emerging policy issue and produce policy indications. The work of the 
Parliamentary Commission,4 involving the participation of a representation 
from the main political parties, has been based on both interviews with experts 
and field visits. The outcome, issued in a long and articulate parliamentary 
report (never really turned into a policy paper), has highlighted the need 
to formulate a new understanding of the urban question, and in particular 
of the concept of peripheries, able to feed a new focused policy treatment. 
Nevertheless, it has had only limited capability to impact on the sphere of 
policy design (Urban@it 2018).

Before, during and after the work of the Parliamentary Commission, the 
national government has been active on several different fronts. On the one 
hand, quite interestingly, the Decreto del Presidente del Consiglio dei Ministri 
(DPCM – Decree of the President of the Council of Ministers) 29 August 2014, 
n. 171 instituted within the Ministry of Cultural Activities and Tourism the 
General Direction for Art, Contemporary Architecture and Urban Peripheries, 
which has promoted interesting exploratory research on the concept of 
urbanity (Direzione Generale Arte e Architettura Contemporanee e Periferie 
Urbane 2017) and some opportunities and prizes for the best projects related 
to peripheries. The initiative was fairly innovative for its kind and has paved 
the way to a new approach to the definition of the problem of peripheries. On 
the other hand, on a more operative level, the national government launched 
some special resources dedicated to those ‘peripheries’ that the Parliamentary 
Commission was due to elaborate upon. A second initiative was promoted in 
2014, under the name ‘Programma di recupero di immobili e alloggi di edil-
izia residenziale pubblica’ (‘Refurbishment programme for public residential 
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buildings and housing’), aiming to support the renewal of public housing and 
dedicating 468 million euros to the refurbishment of housing estates that have 
suffered from degradation. In the same year, 200 million euros was assigned to 
projects dedicated to reducing marginalisation and social degradation, but also 
to improving urban quality and the social and environmental fabric of the city. 
The following year, the government authorised the investment of 500 million 
euros in financing extraordinary interventions for urban renewal and security 
in the peripheries (‘Programma straordinario di intervento per la riqualifica-
zione urbana e la sicurezza delle periferie’) with the Law 208/2015. Later in 
2015 the PON Metro was launched, also supported by the PON Governance 
promoting, to the tune of 13 million euros, better urban governance in the same 
metropolitan areas targeted by PON Metro.

Finally in these years, the Italian government also took part in the prepara-
tion of the Habitat III conference in Quito in October 2016. All these initiatives 
were launched without the support of CIPU, which was never instituted, and 
by different governments, without the time and space for the elaboration of 
an overall strategy. The focus has mainly remained on supporting the role of 
cities in the light of the economic development of the country, but with limited 
resources, and on promoting the regeneration of the physical dimension, with 
a specific attention to certain urban areas, like urban peripheral neighbour-
hoods (especially public housing neighbourhoods).

Despite a considerable amount of resources being dedicated to the cities 
across the decade, a series of fragmented actions have resulted that are quite 
disarticulated and not even able to produce a systemic change, let alone an 
organised and coherent urban agenda. This has produced quite temporary 
results, often based on the mechanism of the call for projects that  was inher-
ited from the experience of the EU urban initiatives in the 1990s as a method 
to generate a new activism in cities but at the end of the day generated a too 
episodic approach to resources. The call for projects has in fact only in limited 
cases produced a real strategic process of selection; additionally, it has been 
not supported by a clear process of evaluation and assessment of results. On 
a more general level, the focus on peripheries has remained quite traditional, 
peripheries being identified as problematic public neighbourhoods of the main 
cities, often suffering from physical spatial problems associated with social 
inequalities (see in particular Balducci and Calvaresi 2018 and Bifulco et al. 
2020).

5.	 CONCLUSIONS

This synthetic overview depicts a contrasting situation. On the one hand, after 
decades in which cities have been far from the political agenda (at least since 
the 1960s, with the so-called Progetto 80, see Renzoni 2012; Ministero del 
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Bilancio e della Pianificazione Economica 1969; Feiertag et al. 2020) there 
is a new attention on cities and their problems. But, if considered from the 
OECD perspective (OECD 2017), Italy is still lacking a national urban policy, 
due to the fragmentation of the initiatives under experimentation. Actually, in 
complex contexts such as the contemporary ones, it is increasingly difficult to 
deal with policies as the outcome of univocal and shared strategies (d’Albergo 
2010). Therefore, it is not so surprising that the current set of urban policies 
appears to be the outcome of multiple and diversified strategies and expec-
tations, rarely assuming the appearance of a coherent framework. The role 
played by institutional frameworks and political orientations towards cities 
has, so far, led to a new temporary centrality, though incomplete and dynamic, 
of the urban question, but not a definite and clear strategic vision and policy 
design.

In the face of the many urgent questions (environmental, social, economic) 
related to the urban that the country needs to deal with, the approach to regen-
erating the hardware still seems far from producing results, while the attempt 
to address the software fails to generate the innovation expected. In particular, 
what is evident is the contemporary difficulty of promoting encompassing 
policy frameworks like those (few) promoted in the 1960s and 1970s when 
the idea of the national state and public policy was more holistic and encom-
passing (Renzoni 2012). In parallel with the shrinking of the public action, 
urban policies have been additionally suffering from the lack of a strategic 
framework; this has deeply affected the country, generating differentiated 
models, cycles and styles of the regeneration of the urban. So much so that it 
is much more complicated than in the early 1990s to provide an overall picture 
of the state of the Italian cities – there is little space left for big narratives as 
in the 1980s. While cities like Milan and Turin have been, or still are, experi-
encing a new rising cycle based on a new role for real estate, often generated 
by extraordinary public events (such as the Winter Olympics, the 2015 World 
EXPO or the European capital of culture), others have remained stuck in their 
traditional economic rent cycles, fed, for example, by the tourist industry or 
specialised manufacturing, without being able to reinvent themselves. Still, the 
quality of life in some of the medium-sized cities of Italy is the highest in the 
country, despite the biggest cities being the only ones able to provide unique 
social opportunities, but where the social inequalities are also among the most 
severe.

Often fascinated by trendy mantras, the country remains less effective than 
it could be in catching up with the international debate. For example, the smart 
cities discourse during the 2000s has not really been able to generate a radical 
change, limiting its role to a few best practices, and has still not been able to 
grant, for example, digital accessibility to the inhabitants of medium-sized 
cities. The current cycle, thanks to the engagement in the Habitat III confer-
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ence (UN-Habitat 2016), has seen a new interest in and role for the sustainable 
development perspective, which, according to many experts, can be a way to 
really address once and for all the urban question through an integrated and 
systemic vision, as the 2020 Urban@it reports suggests (Urban@it 2020).

What has become more and more evident is that the traditional centrality 
of land-use planning in dealing with urban problems should be rethought: 
planning itself has more or less officially and explicitly moved from land use 
to strategic planning, adopting new methodologies and focus. This has opened 
spaces for interesting local experiments, often promoted by city adminis-
trations, but only seldom able to produce an overall official reorientation at 
national level. Despite the state apparently taking on a new entrepreneurial 
role, the result of several decades of decentralisation reforms have produced 
a fragmented and uncoordinated action.

Indeed, as described in the conclusions of the 2018 Urban@it report, this 
complex situation made up of many experiments and little or insufficient main-
streaming, characterised by numerous open working sites without a strategic 
vision, is probably the current position of the ‘momentum’ of urban policies 
in Italy (Fedeli 2018). The country can count on a new focus on the urban 
dimension, based on a new political commitment at local, but also at national, 
level. Nevertheless, the proliferation and multiplication of the opportunities 
generated by this activism has reduced the impact of this special policy cycle 
in terms of systematising innovations.

The academic and specialised literature keeps highlighting the need for 
a space for strategic vision, able on the one hand to extend the critical reflection 
on the nature of the city in Italy, going beyond consolidated spatial imaginaries, 
and on the other hand to feed a new supply chain able to generate an original 
kind of explicit national urban policy, one supported by a transcalar collabo-
ration between institutional levels and based on a place-based approach, and 
able to establish the reasons, practices and spaces for differentiated and coordi-
nated urban policies for a country like Italy, which is constitutively urban in its 
nature. The emergence of an urban agenda based on local experiences can be 
the basis for the national level to elaborate, together with the cities, a new line 
of public–private action able to address the societal and economic challenges 
that cities are experiencing without the tools and resources needed to re-build 
the future urbanity of the country of one hundred cities.

NOTES

1.	 For a full list, see the website of Urban@it: www​.urbanit​.it; a synthesis of the 
yearly reports can be found at https://​www​.urbanit​.it/​rapporti​-annuali/​.

2.	 See the website http://​www​.pro​grammazion​eeconomica​.gov​.it/​2019/​05/​23/​
strategia​-nazionale​-delle​-aree​-interne/​.
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3.	 https://​www​.fondazioneifel​.it/​documenti​-e​-pubblicazioni/​item/​download/​3649​
_b0​fb27c99667​1ed559f9b0​c1e4b922ca.

4.	 The documents produced by the commission can be consulted at the website https://​
www​.camera​.it/​leg17/​522​?tema​=​commissione​_di​_inchiesta​_sulla​_sicurezza​_e​
_sul​_degrado​_delle​_citt​_​_e​_delle​_periferie.
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6.	 National urban policies in the 
Netherlands: an urban renaissance?
Bas Denters

1.	 INTRODUCTION

During much of its political history the Netherlands combined a high degree of 
urbanization with a fragmented governance system of cities and provinces in 
the absence of a dominant centre. Throughout the years of the Dutch Republic 
(1648–1795), for a number of reasons, cities and local communities played 
a central role (Kloek and Mijnhardt 2001, p. 42). First, towns and cities com-
manded at least 50 per cent of the votes in all but one of the state-assemblies in 
the seven provinces of this republican confederacy. In Holland, the largest and 
most prosperous of these provinces, the cities even held 18 of the 19 seats in 
the provincial state assembly (Prak 2018, p. 190). Second, the Dutch Republic 
did not have a national tax system. It relied on local and provincial taxes for its 
revenues. Ward officials with firm roots in their local communities, recruited 
from the local middle class, played a key role in the Republic’s decentralized 
tax collection system (Prak 2018, p. 200). Finally, the elites ruling the Dutch 
cities were ‘under constant pressure from citizens, organized in neighbourhood 
groups, guilds and civic militias’. These civic organizations ‘were routinely 
involved in shaping local policies, through elections, participation in deci-
sions, petitions and formal and informal meetings with local officials’ (Prak 
2018, p. 213).

After the French occupation (1795) and the restoration after the Congress 
of Vienna (1814–1815), this disunited republic was replaced by a much more 
centralized unitary state under constitutional monarchical rule. In 1848 the 
Netherlands also introduced representative democracy, and at the same time 
the constitutional basis for the current decentralized unitary state was created 
by the liberal lawyer and statesman J. R. Thorbecke (Hendriks and Schaap 
2011, p.  122). In Thorbecke’s vision the unitary state should be based on 
‘three active components’, that is, central government, the provinces and local 
authorities (Hendriks and Schaap 2011, p. 122; also see: Toonen 1987). Under 
this constitution, municipalities – as well as the provinces – enjoyed a constitu-
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tionally guaranteed power of general competence allowing them to do anything 
they considered in the interest of their residents (unless this conflicted with the 
legislation of higher authorities). Moreover, the Dutch constitution provided 
for co-governance, that is, the principle that central government can – and 
oftentimes actually does – call upon the cooperation of subnational govern-
ments in the implementation of national legislation. On the basis of these con-
stitutional principles – that are still in force up to today – municipalities were 
given a right of initiative, and at the same time are oftentimes involved in the 
implementation of policies initiated by central or provincial government. This 
made local governments important partners in a system of intergovernmental 
relations characterized by overlapping powers and interdependencies, rather 
than by central command and control (see Denters and Klok 2005; Hendriks 
and Schaap 2011). This rather more horizontal system of intergovernmental 
relations was strengthened by a political culture of power-sharing, consensus 
politics and interest accommodation (Lijphart 1975; Denters and Klok 2005; 
Hendriks and Schaap 2011).

Urban governance in the Netherlands was also shaped by the pillarization 
of Dutch politics and society. The life of Dutch citizens – from the late nine-
teenth century onwards – increasingly took place in the context of one of the 
so-called ‘pillars’. Each of these pillars represented one of the country’s major 
religious or ideological denominations (Lijphart 1975) and comprised a dense 
network of civic organizations catering – from the cradle to the grave – for 
those belonging to a particular religious or ideological community. Until the 
depillarization that started in the late 1960s, these pillarized networks in the 
cities provided for strong ties between urban political elites, leaders of pillar-
ized civic organizations, and local citizens participating in these organizations 
(Denters and Klok 2005).

Many of these general characteristics of Dutch government and society 
have remained remarkably stable over time. Nevertheless, in at least two 
respects important changes have occurred in the second half of the twentieth 
century. First, in intergovernmental relations the balance of power has shifted 
over the years. With the transition from the classic night-watchman state of 
the nineteenth century to a post-World War II welfare state the initiating role 
of local governments in the socio-economic domain gradually gave way to 
a role of a local agent implementing national policy initiatives. This shift was 
also reflected in the fiscal relations between the central and the local state. 
Local governments became increasingly dependent on earmarked central 
government grants rather than on their own local revenues.1 Second, the depil-
larization that had occurred since the late 1960s resulted in a disruption of the 
traditionally strong ties between the urban political elites, civic organizations 
and local citizens (Denters and Klok 2005).
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As a consequence, the strong focus of city governments on their local 
constituencies gave way to an even stronger orientation of urban political 
elites towards central government in The Hague. National legislation and 
the strings attached to earmarked grants provided by central government 
ministries became more important in guiding local governmental decisions 
than the needs and priorities of local communities (WRR 1990, p. 36). In this 
respect the Dutch situation in the 1970s and 1980s reflects many features of the 
welfare model of urban governance (Pierre 1999, pp. 385–389).

With the economic crisis of the 1980s and the ensuing support for neolib-
eral public sector reform agendas in many Western countries, including the 
Netherlands, this all began to change. In the wake of the crisis and drastic 
austerity measures and public sector reforms (including privatizations of 
public services and decentralizations) the Dutch national government launched 
a number of important new policy initiatives that had a considerable impact on 
the governance of Dutch cities in the period between 1990 and 2020.

In this chapter we describe these changes and explore their impact on the 
governance of the major cities in the Netherlands. Before this, a short descrip-
tion of the current Dutch local government system with a focus on the position 
of the major cities (section 2) and some of the main challenges facing Dutch 
cities and city regions (section 3) will be provided. This is followed by a chron-
ological discussion of the most relevant national urban policy initiatives 
(section 4) and an analysis of the main actors that are driving (or preventing) 
changes in national urban policy initiatives (section 5).

2.	 THE CURRENT URBAN GOVERNANCE SYSTEM

With the introduction of Thorbecke’s Municipal Law of 1851 the tradi-
tional distinction between urban and rural local governments was abolished. 
Although current Dutch legislation frequently differentiates between munic-
ipalities in terms of population size or other criteria, the Dutch local govern-
ment – as a default – is based on the principle of uniformity, not differentiating 
between municipalities as different as Amsterdam (862 965 residents) and 
Schiermonnikoog (936 residents). From a legal perspective the Dutch local 
governance system is essentially the same for all Dutch municipalities, irre-
spective of whether geographers or urbanists would consider these municipal-
ities as urban, suburban or rural. In writing a chapter on Dutch national urban 
policies this poses a problem. It has to be decided which municipalities (or 
other territorial units – not necessarily being jurisdictions) are to be considered 
as ‘urban’. This is not only a problem facing the author of a chapter like this: 
policy-makers designing urban policies face a similar definitional problem. 
Rather than entering into an endless debate on definitional issues, in this 
chapter the focus pragmatically will be on the largest Dutch municipalities 
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Source: based on Schaap (2015) and BZK (2019).

Figure 6.1	 Percentage of revenues Dutch municipalities receive from 
specific, earmarked grants from central government
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(with a population of more than 100 000).2 And when discussing the various 
Dutch urban policy initiatives, the focus of the initiative will be a recurrent 
theme.

The Netherlands is a decentralized unitary state, and as one of the six found-
ing members of the European Economic Community it is firmly embedded in 
the European Union. In addition to the EU and the national government, this 
multilevel polity in 2019 comprises 12 provinces and 355 municipalities.3 In 
2019, 31 Dutch municipalities had more than 100 000 residents. In total these 
municipalities hosted 37 per cent of the national population.

The Dutch constitution provides all municipalities with a power of general 
competence and allows municipalities – in co-governance arrangements – to 
play a role in the implementation of a wide range of national policies (see 
introduction). The national government also provides for a large part of the 
municipal revenues, through both a general grant (in 2017 amounting to 43 per 
cent of the total municipal revenues) and numerous specific grants (10 per cent 
of municipal revenues).4

As Figure 6.1 shows, the municipal dependence on earmarked central grants 
has decreased drastically in the last three decades, reflecting cuts by central 
government in these grants, a transformation of specific into general grants 
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(providing municipalities with more discretion in their spending decisions), 
and higher revenues from purely local sources.

The central government also plays a key role in initiating local government 
reform policies. These policies can pertain to the institutional make-up of 
municipal government, as laid out for example in the Municipal Law (as 
with the introduction in 2002 of new rules to strengthen the position of the 
municipal council vis-à-vis the mayor and the aldermen), functional reforms 
(for example the recent decentralizations of social policies) and territorial 
reforms (for example conditions for intermunicipal cooperation and municipal 
amalgamations). Both types of territorial reform policies may be relevant 
from an urban governance perspective (for example as means for coping 
with the challenges facing territorially fragmented urban regions). Moreover, 
municipal amalgamations have drastically changed the municipal landscape. 
Central government’s amalgamation policies were a major factor in changing 
the number and the population size of Dutch municipalities. Between 1980 
and 2019 the number of Dutch municipalities was more than halved from 811 
to 355; in combination with population growth, this resulted in much larger 
municipalities. In this period the average population size increased from 
17 375 to 48 682 and the number of municipalities with more than 100 000 
residents grew from 17 to 31, hosting well over one-third of the country’s 
population. If anything, this has boosted the salience of the national urban 
policies. The importance of these policies is even further enhanced in the light 
of a broad range of governance challenges cities are facing.

3.	 CURRENT URBAN GOVERNANCE 
CHALLENGES

On 14 February 2018 the Dutch national government and representatives 
of the Dutch provinces, municipalities and waterboards agreed upon a joint 
Intergovernmental Programme based on a common agenda for dealing with 
seven major challenges in the physical, the economic and the social domain. 
With the exception of a common intergovernmental concern with regard to the 
liveability and vitality of the countryside, all the issues in this programme are 
highly relevant for the big cities. The six remaining challenges are:

1.	 Climate mitigation and adaptation, including a 49 per cent reduction in 
CO2 emissions by 2030 compared with 2018 levels, and including climate 
change considerations in planning and making a transition to a circular 
economy.

2.	 Adapting the housing stock to demographic change (for example ageing 
population) and increasing opportunities on the housing market for vul-
nerable groups.
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3.	 Strengthening regional economies by placing more emphasis on regional 
conditions for achieving the ambitions of realizing more sustainable and 
competitive regional economic ecosystems.

4.	 Improving the life chances and social participation of vulnerable groups 
(children, people with low literacy, immigrants, multi-problem house-
holds) and strengthening the agency of these groups. This includes 
making extra efforts to tackle loneliness, child abuse and domestic vio-
lence as well as dealing with mentally handicapped people.

5.	 Preventing and resolving the problematic debts of households through, 
among other things, the early identification of financial problems and by 
giving municipalities more options to control the costs of debt prevention 
and management.

6.	 Dealing with international migration through a more flexible asylum 
system, a faster return of migrants without residence rights, and improve-
ment of the language level and labour participation of newcomers.

Many of these concerns are particularly relevant for the largest cities. In part 
this is because of the proportion (about one-third) of the national population 
living in the 31 largest cities. But for some challenges the big cities are of more 
than proportionate importance. Challenges regarding energy consumption and 
climate change are amplified by high population densities and the nature of 
the built environment in big cities. And large urban conurbations (for example 
in the Randstad and Brabant) are oftentimes economic accelerators par excel-
lence. Moreover, the big cities are also characterized by a disproportionate 
concentration of immigrants and are oftentimes also disproportionately con-
fronted with the incidence of social problems like homelessness, loneliness, 
poverty and debt problems, crime, addiction and poor health. Therefore it is 
not surprising that, as we will see shortly, several of these challenges over the 
past 30 years have featured in one or more of the urban policy initiatives of the 
Dutch national government.

In addition to these substantive challenges, the 2018 Intergovernmental 
Programme also concluded on a number of principles that would guide the 
collaborative governance approach to these issues. One of the main principles 
was providing for good governance and making democracy more resilient 
by providing for adequate opportunities for direct citizen participation and 
involvement of decentralized representatives in addressing these major issues. 
Here too, big cities are likely to experience more problems in providing for 
adequate citizen involvement and gaining broad public support for the required 
transformations than small cities. After all, in the big cities of the Netherlands 
– as compared to in smaller cities and the countryside – levels of social and 
political involvement, as well as citizens’ trust in fellow citizens and their 
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confidence in politicians and administrators, are relatively low (see Denters 
et al. 2014).

4.	 NATIONAL URBAN POLICY INITIATIVES 
BETWEEN 1990 AND 20205

4.1	 Antecedents

The economic recessions of the 1970s and 1980s in many countries marked 
a politico-ideological change. After the post-war dominance of Keynesian 
social democracy (combining a ‘commitment to both economic efficiency 
and egalitarianism’) (Heywood 2007, p. 135), the 1980s witnessed a revival 
of liberalism, based on a combination of laissez-faire economics and an indi-
vidualistic and less egalitarian social philosophy (Heywood 2007, pp. 52–53). 
A similar change occurred in the Netherlands, especially during the Lubbers 
I and Lubbers II, conservative-liberal (CDA–VVD) cabinets between 1982 
and 1989. In this period a number of Grand Operations were implemented 
to allow for a more lean and mean public sector. These Grand Operations 
included large-scale reconsideration of (read: cuts in) public spending, pri-
vatization of public services, and deregulation. Moreover, these operations 
also included plans for decentralization of a wide range of policies and public 
services. Oftentimes these decentralizations were combined with spending 
cuts, providing municipalities with considerably less than 100 per cent funding 
for their new tasks (Denters and Klok 2005, p.  72). These decentralization 
reforms in this period were general and pertained to all Dutch municipalities, 
urban and non-urban, with the exception of the Problem Cumulation Districts 
programme introduced in 1983 under the liberal Minister of the Interior Koos 
Rietkerk (VVD). This policy was based on an integrated approach to the 
physical decay and social and economic problems in 30 neighbourhoods with 
large immigrant populations under bilateral collaboration agreements between 
18 large and medium-large urban municipalities and central government in 
The Hague. Notwithstanding its ambitions of an integrated approach, however, 
the central government’s involvement both financially and substantively is 
largely limited to the Directorate responsible for Minorities Policy (van Putten 
2006, p. 17). With the inauguration of a new cabinet in November 1989, the 
scope and ambitions of national urban policy in the Netherlands changed 
considerably.
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4.2	 Lubbers III (1989–1994): Social Renewal and Regional Public 
Authorities

After   two conservative-liberal cabinets, Ruud Lubbers – the Christian-democratic 
prime minister in the two previous governments – formed a two-party govern-
ment with the Social Democrats under their party leader Wim Kok. The new 
CDA–PvdA cabinet made the fight against long-term unemployment and 
the social inclusion of people long-term dependent on social benefits one of 
their top priorities. To this end, the new cabinet ‘nationalized’ an inspiring 
programme originally developed in the city of Rotterdam. Their ‘Sociale 
Vernieuwing’ (Social Innovation) initiative was used as a template for mould-
ing a new approach to the pressing problems of long-term unemployment 
and dependency on social benefits. Although social problems were not only 
confined to the cities, many large and medium-large cities in the country 
had one or more districts with high concentrations of unemployment and 
poverty. The national Social Renewal Initiative – coordinated by Ien Dales, the 
social-democratic Minister of the Interior – initially focused on deprived dis-
tricts in 37 major cities. Later on, under pressure from smaller municipalities 
and the Association of Dutch Municipalities (VNG), the geographical scale 
of the national initiative was greatly expanded, in the end including virtually 
all Dutch municipalities. The Social Renewal Initiative was – just like the 
preceding Problem Cumulation Districts programme – based on covenants 
between municipalities and central government. These covenants were based 
on a general template (identical for all participating municipalities), but this 
template allowed for amendments proposed by the participating municipali-
ties. With the extension of the initiative to almost all municipalities, however, 
the room for local adaptations – especially by the smaller municipalities, 
was rather limited at best. Moreover, the programme also experimented with 
increasing the spending autonomy of municipalities by replacing a number of 
earmarked grants by a broad-purpose Social Renewal Grant. This experiment 
was rather short-lived, but the idea would be resurrected later on.

At the same time as the Social Renewal programme was initiated, the central 
government also launched initiatives to strengthen the regional governance 
capacity in seven urban agglomerations. Based on two influential advisory 
reports, an initiative was launched to gradually establish fully-fledged, directly 
elected Regional Public Authorities in these regions. These authorities should 
take the responsibility for the regions’ economic development, infrastructure, 
physical planning, housing and sustainability. The new authorities should 
replace the viscous, indecisive system of voluntary intermunicipal coopera-
tion, where effective joint action could be delayed or even blocked by a veto 
from any of the region’s municipalities (Denters and Klok 2005). The imple-
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mentation of this initiative was handed over to the new cabinet that was sworn 
in on 22 August 1994.

4.3	 Kok I (1994–1998): The Urban Policy Initiative (Period 1)

The new cabinet under the leadership of the social-democratic prime minister 
Wim Kok was formed by three parties: the Social Democrats (PvdA), the 
Conservative Liberals (VVD) and the Social Liberals (D66). This cabinet – 
notwithstanding the economic recovery – continued many of the neoliberal 
policies (cuts in public spending and privatizations) of the previous cabi-
nets under the leadership of the Christian-Democrat Ruud Lubbers. But it 
combined this approach with the introduction of an ambitious Urban Policy 
Initiative (UPI I). This UPI (and its follow-up programmes) was an initiative 
with an explicitly urban focus, where the central government, rather than 
directly intervening in the cities, aimed at providing the local actors with the 
conditions to deal with urban challenges (cf. d’Albergo 2010). Together with 
the intent to establish Regional Public Authorities in the seven most important 
urban agglomerations, this new initiative should empower the major cities and 
their local partners to develop a well-integrated strategy for their economic and 
social development.6

This initiative was instigated by a lobby of the four major cities (the 
so-called G4: Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht). They were 
frustrated by the very broad substantive scope of the previous urban initiatives 
and their focus on both large and medium-size cities, and demanded a con-
certed and well-integrated effort aimed at promoting the economic vitality, 
safety and liveability of the four major cities. At the same time, a group of 
15 medium-large municipalities (the so-called G15) voiced rather similar 
demands for a national initiative that would also address the problems in their 
cities. In the new cabinet, a state secretary (the Progressive Liberal Jacob 
Kohnstamm) was charged with the responsibility for UPI. Initially the new 
initiative had a narrow focus on the G4 only. The G4 were given new powers 
along with additional financial means to experiment with new initiatives; for 
example, they were allowed to establish empowerment or enterprise zones 
(inspired by similar initiatives in the US and the UK). But already in the first 
year of its existence the scope of the policy was extended to the G15 and, 
somewhat later, six more medium-large cities (G6) were also included.

In terms of its governance approach, the new Urban Policy Initiative (UPI) 
was again based on covenants. But different from the Social Renewal cov-
enants, these agreements were designed by the cities themselves rather than 
based on a template developed at the Ministry of the Interior. The underlying 
idea was that the municipalities should be empowered to base the covenant on 
an integrated local strategy – geared at the local circumstances and reflecting 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe112

differences in local priorities – for strengthening the city’s economic vitality, 
safety and liveability. This strategy was to be developed in close consultation 
with local residents and economic and societal partners in the local commu-
nity. An evaluation of the municipal development plans, however, revealed 
striking similarities (rather than diversity reflecting local differences). In part 
these similarities (copy & paste innovations) were the result of the enormous 
time-pressure under which the local plans had to be developed and pressure 
exercised by central government ministries. But the lack of local specificities 
in the plans was also the result of the initial lack in the city administrations 
of relevant local knowledge and experience and well-established connections 
with local partners (Denters et al. 1999a, 1999b).

Instigated by the medium-large municipalities, the UPI also experimented 
with a new auditing system. Inspired by the quality assurance systems used 
for European universities, the municipal performance would be assessed by an 
Intergovernmental Peer Review Commission (IPRC). This IPRC would carry 
out a review, producing recommendations based on self-evaluation and a site 
visit. Despite repeated demands made by the municipalities in this first UPI 
period, an integration of the different special grants of various central govern-
ment ministries into one more general UPI grant was not realized, because of 
the opposition of several of the ministries. But on the positive side, although 
no extra money was made available for the UPI through a reallocation of 
existing budgets to the 25 urban municipalities participating in the UPI, central 
government allocated about 1.5 billion euros to finance the new initiative (van 
Putten 2006, p. 132).

All in all, the political climate regarding the UPI was generally favourable 
at the level of both central and local government, and because of this broad 
support the initiative was to be continued and further developed under the 
next Kok II cabinet. Whereas the UPI was generally considered successful, the 
implementation of the Regional Public Authorities in the seven major urban 
agglomerations met with increasing resistance. In 1995 the electorates in both 
Amsterdam and Rotterdam voted down plans for establishing directly elected 
Regional Public Authorities in these two major agglomerations in the country 
in (advisory) referendums. After this, the political support, especially within 
the conservative-liberal coalition partner, for this major regional government 
reform waned, and plans for the reform of regional governance were ultimately 
shelved. After this no new attempts at a regional governance reform were 
attempted. Regional governance from then on had to rely on the instruments 
for voluntary intermunicipal cooperation (Denters and Klok 2005).
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4.4	 Kok II (1998–2002): The Urban Policy Initiative (Period 2)

After the general parliamentary elections of 1998, the successful three-party 
Kok I (PvdA, VVD and D66) cabinet was continued and the UPI programme 
sustained. In several respects the UPI was even upgraded. Whereas under Kok 
I a state secretary was responsible, under Kok II the responsibility for UPI II 
was allocated to a full cabinet minister, the Progressive Liberal Rogier van 
Boxtel. Moreover, because of the economic recovery, the funding of the UPI 
was considerably strengthened: during the UPI II period (1998–2004), in total 
11 billion euros were allocated to this initiative (van Putten 2006, p. 133) and 
the spending autonomy of the cities was increased by integrating special grants 
into fewer, more general-purpose-oriented grants. Finally, five more urban 
municipalities (G5) were allowed to participate in some parts of UPI II.

The new UPI was based on municipal multi-annual development plans 
(MDPs). Drafts for the MDPs should be the result of consultations with res-
idents, the local business community and civil society organizations. In this 
way the MDPs should reflect local priorities and could benefit from the local 
knowledge of the municipalities and their local partners. Subsequently, the 
municipalities and central government would have to agree on the final MDP. 
This MDP – in line with New Public Management maxims – should prefer-
ably be stated in terms of measurable performance goals. The municipalities 
were to be held accountable for achieving the goals set out in the MDPs, and 
should be free in their strategies for attaining these goals. The audit system 
(based on intergovernmental peer review) that was introduced by the G15 
in the previous UPI period was extended to all participating municipalities. 
Moreover – as an expression of UPI as an intergovernmental partnership – the 
role of central government in UP II would also be subjected to intergov-
ernmental peer review. This audit system was also adopted with the aim of 
strengthening interjurisdictional policy learning, both horizontally between 
the various cities and vertically between tiers of government. Additionally, 
a UPI monitor to register intermediate policy results and a Knowledge Centre 
for Big Cities were established to facilitate intergovernmental policy-learning. 
In the province of Overijssel, the University of Twente, the provincial gov-
ernment, the five UPI municipalities and private UPI partners of the cities 
established a similar regional triple-helix-based knowledge institute (KISS). 
Notwithstanding efforts to strengthen the local targeting of the MDPs, as well 
as efforts to strengthen local expertise, evaluations of the MDPs – as during 
the previous period (see Denters et al. 1999a, 1999b) – continued to surprise 
evaluators because of their remarkable similarities (van der Wouden and de 
Bruijne 2001).

During this period the UPI was gradually redirected from an essentially 
city-wide to a more neighbourhood-oriented approach, targeting a limited 
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number of deprived neighbourhoods. In due process the focus of UPI also 
shifted gradually from policies in the economic and physical domain towards 
social policies aimed at empowering vulnerable families. The ambition of the 
new minister was to strengthen the economic, social and civic/political partic-
ipation of the residents in these deprived neighbourhoods.

4.5	 Balkenende I–III (2002–2007): A Continuation of UPI II and the 
Start of UPI III

In April 2002 the Kok II cabinet, as a consequence of a major political crisis, 
resigned. The murder of the populist party-leader Pim Fortuyn (LPF) a few 
days prior to the ensuing general elections was a major factor in the subsequent 
electoral landslide. After the elections, the Christian-Democrat Jan-Peter 
Balkenende became the new prime minister of three short-lived centre-right 
coalition cabinets. During these three cabinet periods, UPI was continued. For 
most of this period, responsibility rested with minister Thom de Graaff (D66; 
who in 2005 was succeeded by his party colleague Alexander Pechtold).

But in the spirit of the centre-right, more than previously, the new cabinet 
prioritized deregulation and made efforts to reduce red-tape – including in 
intergovernmental relations. A major breakthrough in 2005 was the integration 
of all specific central government grants for urban revitalization – totalling 4 
billion euros – into three broad grants with increased spending autonomy for 
city governments: one for economic revitalization, one for social integration 
and one for physical urban reconstruction. The focus also shifted from making 
new plans to implementing the previously adopted MDPs, and at the local 
level major results were achieved in strengthening networks with neigh-
bourhood organizations, civic organizations and the corporate sector. The 
progressive liberal minister also invested extra funds in experiments to more 
closely involve residents in the deprived neighbourhoods in co-producing 
local UPI initiatives. Moreover, via a number of new initiatives (for example 
the Expert Team Implementation UPI), efforts were made to identify and 
remove procedures and rules in central government that obstruct, complicate 
and delay local implementation of UPI plans. Here, procedures were used that 
signalled the later City Deals. Moreover, the substantive agenda of UPI II (and 
UPI III that was adopted in the course of 2004) increasingly shifted towards 
issues of public safety, social deprivation and the integration of immigrants 
in urban neighbourhoods. During this period the focus of the UPI shifted ever 
more from the city level to facing such problems at the neighbourhood level. 
The preparation of UPI III took a long time because, as a consequence of an 
economic recession, the financial means available for UPI III were cut back 
considerably (van Putten 2006, p. 134).
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In terms of its governance approach and substantively, however, UPI III 
did not change much – next to the cutbacks and the establishment of the three 
integrated grants, perhaps the extension of the network from 30 to 31 urban 
municipalities in 2006 was the biggest change.

In 2006 minister Pechtold, shortly before the cabinet had to resign – 
proposed using UPI funds to stimulate the social vitality of 56 of the most 
deprived urban districts. In order to qualify for funding, municipalities would 
have to develop neighbourhood development partnerships with residents and 
community organizations.

4.6	 Balkenende IV: Investing in the Social Quality of Selected 
Urban Neighbourhoods

In 2007 the fourth Balkenende cabinet was inaugurated. Although the previ-
ous prime minister was reappointed, the political composition of the cabinet 
changed considerably. Balkenende’s Christian Democrats (CDA) formed 
a coalition with the Social Democrats (PvdA) and a small confessional party 
(CU). During this period the ideas proposed by the Social Liberal minister 
Pechtold at the end of his term of office (the 56 neighbourhood approach) 
were further elaborated and became the basis for a new ambitious neigh-
bourhood development programme that initially focused on 40 districts in 18 
municipalities.7 It was the aim of the ten-year programme to achieve a major 
breakthrough in the living conditions of the families in these traditionally 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. This programme, under the leadership of 
minister Ella Vogelaar (PvdA), was financed by a highly controversial levy on 
Dutch social housing associations. The means for this Neighbourhood Action 
Plan (1 billion euros) came on top of the money already reserved for UPI III.

4.7	 The Rutte Cabinets 2010–2020: From National Investments to 
City Deals

In 2010 a new Conservative Liberal cabinet (CDA–VVD, tacitly supported 
by Wilders’ PVV) headed by Prime Minster Mark Rutte (VVD) took office. 
Up to 2012 the Neighbourhood Action Plan was continued. But then, as 
a consequence of the coalition’s political priorities and the austerity measures 
introduced after the Great Recession, the new cabinet decided to discontinue 
the ten-year investment programme after only four years.

In 2010 the Rutte I cabinet terminated the broad grant for economic revi-
talization and decentralized the two other specific grants. In 2014 the Rutte II 
cabinet also discontinued the UPI investment programme for physical invest-
ments (the broad general grant for physical urban reconstruction). The broad 
grant for social inclusion was integrated into the general grant and as of 2015 
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the main responsibilities for social policies in the Netherlands were transferred 
to the municipalities. The transfer of responsibilities in this domain went hand 
in hand with financial decentralization. But central government combined 
the decentralizations with rather stringent cutbacks on the funding for the 
decentralized tasks (as compared to the budgets previously allocated for these 
responsibilities), burdening municipalities with considerable financial risks.

As of 2015 – just 20 years after having launched its UPI initiative – the 
Dutch national government has for the most part stopped its financial invest-
ments in the economic, social and physical revitalization of the cities, after 
having decentralized the main responsibilities for these programmes to the 
cities and their local partners. The role of central government, under its current 
Urban Agenda, is now limited to enabling the cities to develop innovative local 
programmes. To this end the national government has challenged its urban 
policy partners to propose a number of City Deals, where central government 
plays a facilitative role in stimulating urban policy innovations aimed at major 
societal challenges.8 The City Deals, which were instigated by the Dutch 
Ministry of the Interior, were inspired by similarly named UK initiatives. 
A City Deal is an agreement ‘between a select number of cities, national gov-
ernment departments, civil society and the private sector to tackle a specific 
and self-defined problem. It acts as a vehicle for cooperation and commitment 
by mobilizing stakeholders to pool their resources (e.g. financial, legal, exper-
tise) to work together outside of standard operating procedures’ (Hamers et al. 
2017a, 2017b, 2017c). Different from the UK programme, however, the Dutch 
City Deals do not involve national funding; as a consequence, City Deals do 
not normally have a substantial budget of their own. An official evaluation of 
the programme in 2017 was essentially positive (Hamers et al. 2017a, 2017b, 
2017c). According to the evaluators, the national government’s role in the 
City Deals is in principle limited to that of a ‘facilitator, participant, broker 
and inspirer’. They also observe that securing the promising results of some of 
the City Deals requires investments to ‘distribute and upscale knowledge and 
experience gained in City Deals’. Moreover, the evaluators acknowledge that 
afterwards, broader implementation of the innovative practices might require 
‘more substantial funding or regulatory changes … to accelerate the transition 
itself’ (Hamers et al. 2017a).

On the basis of these positive results, the Rutte III cabinet, inaugurated in 
October 2017, has also initiated Region Deals. Several of these Region Deals 
(for example Parkstad Limburg, Twente, Amsterdam, The Hague) primarily 
focus on issues that are of particular relevance for specifically urban challenges. 
Contrary to the City Deals, the Region Deals also involve substantial national 
co-funding. In this respect these Region Deals take a different route towards 
facing the governance challenges of metropolitan regions: rather than ill-fated 
previous efforts at structural reform by creating new Regional Authorities, 
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Figure 6.2	 Themes of city deals
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these deals are based on stimulating collaborative governance in the face of 
urgent regional challenges. The network governance approach adopted in the 
City and Region Deals also provides the main modus operandi for addressing 
the previously discussed 2018 joint Intergovernmental Programme.
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5.	 ACTORS ENGAGED IN NATIONAL URBAN 
POLICY INITIATIVES

The introduction of and subsequent changes in Dutch national urban policy 
initiatives in the period 1990–2020 stem from political interactions between 
a variety of actors operating at different levels of governance.

Because the focus in this chapter is on national urban policy initiatives, 
national political and administrative agents are obviously important actors on 
this stage. As the previous discussion has shown, the initiation of and changes 
in Dutch national urban policies in the last 30 years have been affected by 
changes in the political priorities of consecutive central government cabinets. 
The dominant political persuasion of these cabinets has been an important 
factor in determining the content of various urban policy initiatives.

In general, over the years, ministers and state secretaries of leftist parties 
– both Social Liberals (D66) and Social Democrats (PvdA) – have time and 
again provided important new impulses in the development of the national 
urban policy. The first fully-fledged, genuinely national urban policy initiative 
(UPI I) in 1994, for example, was adopted by the Kok I cabinet, under the 
leadership of a Social Democratic (PvdA) prime minster and a Social Liberal 
(D66) state secretary. For most of the subsequent period (1994–2010), min-
isters/state secretaries from these two parties remained in charge of the UPI.9

At various stages, the party-political preferences of ministers/state secre-
taries have also been influential: whereas under Social Liberal leadership UPI 
initiatives oftentimes focused on innovations of governance (decentralizations, 
deregulation, local public–private partnerships and participatory governance), 
Social Democrats tended to aim at strengthening UPI as a social policy pro-
gramme aimed at improving the life chances of people living in deprived urban 
neighbourhoods. Although the political support for the UPI predominantly 
came from these leftist parties, they operated in the context of cabinets often-
times dominated by centrist and right-wing coalition partners (either Christian 
Democrats: CDA or Conservative Liberals: VVD, or sometimes both). These 
partners, with their own priorities, also shaped the UPI policy agenda. Already 
during the 1980s, the Grand Operations emphasized the need for reconsidering 
the traditional welfare state and placing greater reliance on private initiatives, 
decentralization, cutbacks and deregulation. In the past 30 years such priorities 
have strongly influenced the modus operandi of national urban policies. In the 
same spirit, the discontinuation under the Rutte cabinets of the UPI and the 
Neighbourhood Action Plan in the 2010s was based on the presumption that 
after 25 years of the UPI cities were now well prepared to face their own chal-
lenges and, together with their local and regional partners, could henceforth 
easily dispense with central government’s financial support and interference.
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Although the political priorities of coalition cabinets have doubtlessly 
shaped the national urban policy agenda, the adoption and implementation 
of national urban policies has also been shaped by bureaucratic politics 
(Allison 1971; Allison and Zelikow 1999). In particular, the decentralization 
of competencies and financial means to the city governments was met with 
sometimes fierce resistance from specialist central government departments 
(for example housing, economic development and social policy). In the early 
years of the UPI, central government bureaucrats were heavily involved in the 
negotiations of the covenants between national and city governments (see for 
example van der Laan et al. 1998) and in formulating the performance targets 
for multi-annual development plans (MDPs) and other local plans. Moreover, 
opposition from specialist departments – oftentimes supported by professional 
national interest groups and sympathetic parliamentarians – also complicated 
and delayed the integration of numerous specific central grants into one or 
a few general purpose grants as well as the deregulation of such grants, allow-
ing the cities more spending autonomy.

In addition to major actors in central government, various subnational actors 
were also involved in the adoption and implementation of the UPI and other 
national urban policies. Over the years, the role of the national Association of 
Dutch Municipalities (VNG) has been relatively minor. As an association that 
should stand for the common interests of all Dutch municipalities, the VNG 
always finds itself in an awkward position when arguing for the concerns of 
a particular group of municipalities (here the big cities). Therefore, on such 
issues the VNG oftentimes prefers to keep a low profile or concentrate on 
non-controversial topics. Rather than the VNG, a lobby organization of the 
four largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht; G4) played 
an especially important role in the initiation and further development of many 
of the national urban policy initiatives. An intensive lobbying campaign by the 
G4 – headed by the social-democratic mayors of Amsterdam and Rotterdam 
– at the time of the formation of the Kok I cabinet was crucially important for 
the adoption of UPI I. Moreover, because of their good contacts with members 
of the cabinet, MPs and central government ministries, the views and interests 
of these cities were generally well represented in the creation and implemen-
tation of national urban policy initiatives (van Putten 2006). Shortly after the 
announcement of UPI I, a group of medium-large municipalities also decided 
to organize themselves in order to argue for the interests of their cities. At first, 
this was limited to 15 municipalities (G15), but gradually this group expanded 
to its current size of 40 members (G40). This expansion reflects the successful 
lobbying of medium-sized municipalities to be included in the UPI (and later 
national initiatives focusing on the urban neighbourhood level) and their 
increased capacity to represent their citizens’ interests at the national level. 
Although this might – justifiably – be framed as a positive development, the 
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G4 in particular have pointed to the consequent loss of focus and specificity of 
national urban policies (like the UPI and the neighbourhood approach).10

On matters of the UPI, the Dutch provinces, for the most part, have kept 
a low profile. But regarding the issue of the governance of urban regions, 
the provinces have played a more active role. When, for example, during the 
Kok I cabinet plans were prepared to establish seven new Regional Public 
Authorities (to be split off from one of the existing provinces), there was 
active provincial lobbying against this initiative (see for example Boedeltje 
and Denters 2010).

The role of the EU in the development of national urban policy initiatives 
has been rather limited. The Dutch UPI was developed domestically. Its start 
more or less coincided with the preparations for a European Urban Community 
Initiative, leading to the URBAN II programme in 2000. After 2000, several 
Dutch UPI cities have benefitted from funds provided by the European 
Regional Development Fund and by URBAN II, and required co-financing 
was often provided by Dutch UPI funds (van Putten 2006, pp. 60–61). Rather 
than being influenced by EU urban policy initiatives, the Dutch Ministry of the 
Interior has used its EU Presidency in both 2004 and 2016 – based on previous 
UPI experiences – to provide new impulses to EU urban policy initiatives. In 
2004 the Dutch Presidency pointed to the crucial role of cities as engines of 
social and economic development, and the need to link initiatives that aim at 
strengthening the economic potential of cities and addressing the significant 
social problems in urban areas. In light of this, the Dutch Presidency pushed 
for the creation of an EU framework and the establishment of a European 
Urban Knowledge Network (van Putten 2006, pp.  75–76). In 2016 the 
Dutch Presidency was used once more as a forum for concluding the Pact of 
Amsterdam aimed at creating a new EU Urban Agenda. As a highly urbanized 
country, the Netherlands has felt that a more urban focus of EU policies might 
be beneficial for the country. This Dutch call for the EU to pay more attention 
to urban issues has become more influential, as in recent years there has been 
an increasing awareness that increasing territorial cohesion and reducing 
socio-economic gaps requires more urban-friendly EU policies. In this spirit, 
the Pact advocates a multilevel/multi-actor approach in which various stake-
holders, on the basis of partnerships, address major urban challenges. The 
approach outlined in this pact is to a large extent based on Dutch experiences 
with its domestic City Deals initiative.11 Both before and after 2016 the Dutch 
approach to City Deals received quite a bit of international attention. For 
example, in 2019 the Dutch programme received the European Best Practice 
Certificate from the jury of the European Public Sector Awards (EPSA).
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5.1	 Specific Policies

In addition to explicitly urban policies (like the UPI and the City Deals) and 
indirect policies aimed at strengthening the governance capacity of (urban) 
municipalities and regions (like the ill-fated efforts to establish Regional 
Public Authorities in the early 1990s), the Dutch national government has also 
produced impacts on the physical and socio-economic conditions in urban 
areas through numerous specific policies that are not explicitly urban (cf. 
d’Albergo 2010).12

In the context of this chapter one might consider at least four types of spe-
cific policies:

1.	 Policies aimed at economic development
2.	 Policies aimed at the regeneration of towns and cities
3.	 Policies aimed at social welfare and social inclusion (including policies 

aimed at the integration of immigrants)
4.	 Policies aimed at public safety and security.

Before the UPI, these different specific policies were developed by the dif-
ferent separate national government ministries without much inter-ministerial 
coordination. In 1994 these policies were included in the UPI and as a conse-
quence the UPI cities were increasingly able to negotiate a bilateral agreement 
with central government. To a certain extent, this allowed them to gear these 
national specific policies to meet local needs and local priorities. During the 
different generations of the UPI, the opportunities for the city governments to 
gear these specific policies to local circumstances were gradually increased, 
especially when the many specific central grants for most of the policies in 
these four domains were integrated into only three broad specific grants, 
allowing the cities considerable spending autonomy. In the last decade the 
funding for local economic policies and the regeneration of towns and cities 
were discontinued (in 2010 and 2015 respectively) and the funds for local 
social policies and integration were integrated into the general grant (where 
municipalities are free to determine their spending priorities) that all munici-
palities receive.

6.	 CONCLUSIONS: WHAT ROLE (IF ANY) IS 
THERE FOR NATIONAL GOVERNMENT IN 
URBAN AFFAIRS?

In our introduction we indicated that, historically, the responsibility for social, 
economic and physical living conditions in Dutch cities largely rested with city 
governments together with local residents and corporations and civic organi-
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zations in the local community. During the twentieth century, and especially 
after World War II, the role of city governments in determining prosperity and 
well-being in the cities gradually declined. In this chapter we have seen that, 
especially during the 1990s as part of the UPI, this trend has been reversed.

At that time it was increasingly recognized (for example WRR 1990) 
that in a highly urbanized country like the Netherlands, and in an ever more 
competitive global economy, the social and economic welfare of the country 
was highly dependent on the vitality of its big and medium-large cities. To 
exploit the economic potential and to cope with urban issues (social depri-
vation, safety, health, pollution, congestion and decay) the creation of urban 
development strategies was considered crucially important. To be effective 
these strategies had to (1) be adapted to differences in local circumstances (in 
terms of both potentials and problems) and (2) be based on local partnerships 
between the public sector, residents and corporate and third-sector organiza-
tions. In both respects the city governments were considered much better able 
to develop effective urban development strategies than the central government 
based in The Hague.

After decades of centralization during the post-war reconstruction and the 
establishment of the modern welfare state (see introduction), this implied 
a reconsideration of the role of the national government. There was an increas-
ing consensus that the Dutch state had become far too centralized (for example 
WRR 1990). Rather than dictating the terms for urban revitalization, central 
government should empower city governments to exploit local opportunities 
and face the problems in their cities. As part of a gradual transition, city gov-
ernments should assume an ever more prominent role in determining the future 
of their city. Initially, this would have to be done in close collaboration with 
the various central government departments in The Hague (with all their exper-
tise and their financial resources). But it was the proclaimed aim of the various 
UPI programmes to shift the balance from the centre towards the cities (see the 
discussion of the UPI). And it was precisely because of this that the national 
urban policy initiative in the 1990s was designed as an explicitly urban policy 
based on an indirect approach (using the terminology proposed by d’Albergo 
2010). Rather than making direct interventions, central government in those 
years opted for a co-governance approach aimed at empowering city govern-
ments and their local and regional partners to develop effective strategies for 
urban revitalization (cf. d’Albergo 2010).

In the mid-2010s, it was argued – at least by the then ruling centre-right 
coalition cabinet – that as a consequence of the continuous investments made 
during the UPI era and the large decentralizations that had been implemented 
since the 1980s, city governments were sufficiently well-equipped to take 
full responsibility for the social and economic development of their cities. On 
the basis of this, the large urban investment programmes were discontinued 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


National urban policies in the Netherlands: an urban renaissance? 123

and the central government took on a different role (purely facilitation, bro-
kerage and knowledge dissemination and management) – as in the current 
City Deal initiative. Whether such a more distant role in dealing with the 
new urban challenges as they were defined in the recent Intergovernmental 
Programme (2018) can dispense with new additional funding for local and 
regional initiatives remains to be seen.13 But, more than three decades on, it 
is now generally recognized that in the multilevel urban governance system 
that exists in the Netherlands, city governments and local communities are 
key players in facing the grand challenges of this highly urbanized country 
(cf. the Intergovernmental Programme and other recent decentralizations). 
In this sense one might indeed say that the Netherlands in recent years has 
witnessed something of an urban renaissance. At the same time, however, 
there is also considerable debate as to whether local governments are always 
well-equipped to take on these exacting new responsibilities, partly because 
central government does not provide adequate finances, but also because at 
the local level there is not always sufficient expertise and governance capacity 
available to innovate and adequately gear policies to local circumstances (as 
the experiences during the UPI era demonstrated).

NOTES

1.	 In 1985 these specific grants amounted to 70.9 per cent of local revenues, with 
21.9 per cent coming from the general grant and a mere 7.2 per cent from local 
taxes and other local revenues (Schaap 2015, p. 121).

2.	 From a scientific perspective this is unsatisfactory because population size is 
but one of the dimensions of urbanity. But in a highly urbanized country such as 
the Netherlands, most but not necessarily all the largest municipalities are likely 
to be more or less urban by other standards. In the political arena this typically 
resulted in debates on the inclusion of particular municipalities (or regions defined 
otherwise).

3.	 In terms of competences and finances the conditions for urban governance are 
primarily determined by the Dutch national government. With the exception of 
regulating forms of intermunicipal cooperation, the role of the provinces in urban 
governance is limited (although a few of them have experimented with provincial 
urban policy programmes). Therefore, this contribution focuses on the role of the 
national government.

4.	 Data are taken from BZK (2019). The general grants include two types of tem-
porary grants for funding recent decentralizations in the social domain that are, 
strictly speaking, not earmarked and will in the near future be integrated into the 
regular general grant that is distributed via the Municipalities Fund. For a descrip-
tion of the system, see RFV (2009).

5.	 This section builds heavily on the very useful history of national urban policy in 
the Netherlands up to 2006 by Nico van Putten (2006), and on Gastkemper et al. 
(2019) that also covers more recent years.

6.	 In terms of d’Albergo’s typology (2010), this policy initiative can be classified 
as an indirect national urban policy, which was initially framed as an explicitly 
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urban initiative (because of its focus on urban metropolitan regions only). Later 
on, however, the focus was extended, and the introduction of Regional Public 
Authorities was also proposed for the non-urban regions. As a consequence of 
this the opposition against the introduction of these new public authorities became 
even stronger, and in the light of this resistance these plans were abandoned 
altogether.

7.	 Later, 37 districts were added to the programme, involving 32 additional 
municipalities.

8.	 Notwithstanding the differences with the previous UPI approach, the City Deals 
approach again is an explicit and indirect approach to national urban policy 
making (cf. d’Albergo 2010).

9.	 There were two short periods (2002–2003 and 2006–2007) during which the 
responsibility for this policy domain rested with a Conservative Liberal.

10.	 At the intra-municipal level the UPI and the neighbourhood action initiatives 
engage a host of other corporate actors and third-sector organizations as well, 
and many cities have also involved residents, either on an individual basis or via 
organizations of residents. The nature of these local partnerships varies across 
municipalities. A description of this variety – if at all possible – is beyond the 
scope of this chapter, which focuses primarily on the national level.

11.	 See Pact of Amsterdam, https://​ec​.europa​.eu/​regional​_policy/​sources/​policy/​
themes/​urban​-development/​agenda/​pact​-of​-amsterdam​.pdf.

12.	 These policies are general rather than directly aimed only at urban areas. Often, 
these implicitly national urban policies – although aimed at particular policy 
domains like public safety, social inclusion or the physical living environment and 
not purely institutional – are still to be considered indirect because the national 
government specifies the conditions for municipalities to adopt local policies. 
These conditions may allow for more or less local discretion.

13.	 Central government seems to recognize the need for additional funding of sub-
national initiatives as in the recent Region Deals it does make additional funding 
available for local and regional programmes.
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7.	 Becoming urban: the emergence of an 
urban policy in rural Norway
Gro Sandkjær Hanssen

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Norway does not have a coherent national urban policy and, as it is not 
a member state, has been less influenced than other European countries by 
the urban initiatives of the European Union (EU) and the implementation of 
EU cohesion policies. However, the Agreement on the European Economic 
Area (EEA) brings the 27 EU member states and the three EEA European 
Free Trade Association (EFTA) states (Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein) 
together in the Internal Market, governed by the same basic rules,1 meaning 
that Norway also takes part in the EU’s Urban Agenda.

Norway is a small country when it comes to population (5.3 million), but 
is large in geographical terms. Thus, Norway has large rural areas with only 
a few regional cities of a certain size, and just one large city (the capital, Oslo). 
Norway’s rural character has also influenced its political landscape. Its main 
political cleavage has followed a strong historical centre–periphery pattern, 
between the capital and the rural districts (Rokkan and Valen 1964). Among 
the historical roots of this cleavage is that Oslo was the centre of the Danish 
administration during the centuries Norway was a colony under Denmark. 
This centre–periphery cleavage also spurred other, more cultural and religious/
secular cleavages, from which many of the political parties from the 1880s 
and onwards emerged. Today, this historical centre–periphery cleavage is 
still observed in the political landscape of contemporary political parties. The 
cleavage has also been visible as a traditional anti-urbanism (McNeill 2017), 
and not until the last decades has a generally more positive attitude towards 
city life emerged.

With the development of the welfare state from the 1950s and the emer-
gence of the oil industry from the 1970s, urbanization has gradually taken 
place throughout Norway. Thus lately, Norway has become more urbanized, 
even though it only has one metropolitan area (the Oslo region) that can be 
compared with the large cities of Europe. The increased urbanization has 
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not necessarily been reflected in national policies and has not led to a coher-
ent and strong urban policy. According to the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), Norway does not have a national 
urban policy (OECD 2017). A national urban policy can be understood as a 
‘coherent set of decisions derived through a deliberate government-led process 
of coordinating and rallying various actors for a common vision and goal that 
will promote more transformative, productive, inclusive and resilient urban 
development for the long term’ (UN-Habitat 2015). In this respect, Norway 
has not had a well-developed, coherent national urban policy. National gov-
ernment has, rather, responded to urban challenges with sectoral policies and 
measures. Thus, as we have seen in other chapters in this book, we need a defi-
nition that covers the rather fragmented elements of national urban policies 
that can be observed in the different countries – Norway included (d’Albergo 
2010). A national urban policy should be understood as the sum of any national 
policies or programmes explicitly targeted at urban areas, like social housing 
policies, urban regeneration programmes, planning policies and urban mobil-
ity plans.2 This chapter will describe these fragmented, sectoral policies and 
initiatives that in sum make up Norwegian national urban policy.

2.	 CURRENT LOCAL GOVERNMENT SYSTEM: 
STRONG LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND STRONG 
STATE – WEAK REGIONAL LEVEL

Norway is a unitary state with three governmental tiers: national level, regional 
level (county municipalities) and local level (municipalities). All three tiers 
have directly elected councils. As with other Scandinavian welfare states, 
municipalities and cities are the main welfare service providers. Thus, Norway 
has one of the most decentralized systems in Europe, in line with the subsidiar-
ity principle. This means that cities have extensive local autonomy – and hence 
most of the responsibility for urban policy.

On the national level the Norwegian Ministry of Local Governments 
and Modernization (KMD) has overall responsibility for urban policy, but 
without having an explicit national urban policy (OECD 2017). The main 
instrument is the budget, where the national government has traditionally had 
a ‘district policy’, having distributed more to rural districts than the numbers 
of inhabitants on its own would justify. For many decades, the large cities 
have received a disproportionately lower share of funding, for example for 
infrastructure investments. However, the budget has for many years included 
additional ‘metropolitan funding’ for addressing social problems in the cities. 
Other instruments include planning instruments according to the Planning and 
Building Act, giving national political signals to regional and local planning. 
But most of the policies that are important for the cities are sectoral ones that 
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do not have a special focus on cities. Hence, in sum, the policies that are rele-
vant for urban development are sectoral (silo) policies.

The regional level is much weaker than in many European states. The 
county municipalities have lost their responsibility for many of the welfare 
services, such as hospitals and vulnerable childcare, but still have respon-
sibility for secondary schools, regional planning, public transport and for 
certain roads, as well as responsibility for stimulating regional and business 
development. Regional plans are the most important coordination instruments 
for city-regions. However, the plans are not legally binding and are often 
undermined by municipalities and national actors. The national government 
has implemented a regional reform whereby, from 1 January 2020, have been 
merged into larger regions (county municipalities). As part of the reform, the 
regions have been given some new tasks relating to public health, social and 
labour-welfare services, and transport and infrastructure.

Local government has extensive autonomy when it comes to local matters. 
In addition to having responsibility for certain tasks related to roads/infra-
structure and the environment, it is responsible for important welfare services 
like kindergartens and schools (ages 0–15) and health and social services. 
Furthermore, it has extensive planning autonomy, in fact among the strongest 
in Europe when it comes to land use. Hence, municipalities (and cities) possess 
important planning instruments for urban development. In addition, they have 
a certain degree of fiscal authority (being able to raise a certain level of income 
tax as well as property tax). A comprehensive reform involving amalgamation 
was implemented in 2020 on the local level. In 2017, as part of the regional 
reform, the Parliament decided to reduce the number of regions from 19 to 11, 
while the number of municipalities, which had stood at 428, has been reduced 
to 356.

If the OECD’s definition of functional urban areas is applied to the Nordic 
region, almost 55 per cent of the population live in the 30 largest functional 
urban areas. The population in these areas has increased dramatically between 
1995 and 2015 (Nordregio 2016, p.  8). Norway has experienced a trend 
towards urbanization over the last 20 years, taking the form of regional cen-
tralization processes strengthening regional cities. Today, as much as 82 per 
cent of the country’s 5 346 000 inhabitants live in dense areas (SSB 2019). 
However, these are not necessarily urbanized areas.

Due to strong centralization, the most urbanized areas are located in the 
eastern parts of Norway (Statistics Norway 2020). The main urban agglom-
eration is the capital, Oslo, with 693 494 inhabitants within its administrative 
borders. In the functional living and working area (Oslo region) there are 
1 546 706 inhabitants. The area is growing, but the growth is larger in the 
surrounding municipalities of Oslo than in the capital itself. The Stavanger 
region on the west coast of Norway has two municipalities – Stavanger with 
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133 000 inhabitants and Sandnes with 76 500 – forming a continuous urban 
area. In the functional living and working area there are 340 500 inhabitants. In 
Trondheim region, in the middle of Norway, Trondheim is the largest munic-
ipality (193 500 inhabitants), followed by Stjørdal (24 000), with 282 500 
inhabitants in the functional area. The fourth city-region is Bergen on the 
west coast, where the core-city has 284 208 inhabitants and there are 414 863 
inhabitants in the city-region. The two last functional urban areas are smaller. 
The Kristiansand region in the south has a core-city of 111 634 inhabitants and 
a functional area of 166 830 inhabitants, while the Tromsø region in the north 
has 85 093 inhabitants, and a core-city population of 76 975.

3.	 CURRENT CHALLENGES OF URBAN AREAS

3.1	 Municipal Structure

With a local level containing many small municipalities (the average is 5000 
inhabitants), one of the main challenges of having a local government with 
heavy burden in relation to welfare services tasks is that many municipali-
ties do not have adequate professional competence in their administration. 
To resolve this issue, from 2014–2019 the national government initiated 
a process of amalgamation in order to create larger cities and municipalities. 
This resulted in a reduction in the number of municipalities from 428 to 356 
in 2020. Here, city-regions were also targets for the amalgamation process. 
The main challenge for the city-regions was the lack of coherence between 
the functional city-region (commuting region, area of economic interplay and 
so on) and the formal city borders, resulting in traffic problems, the increased 
need for upscaling public transport because of commuting, a lack of housing 
and so on. To resolve this, many of the core cities merged with some of their 
neighbouring municipalities in 2020.

In the discussion about municipal structure, the national government was 
criticized for lacking a comprehensive, multilevel perspective on the reform. 
Therefore, the Parliament instructed the government to implement a regional 
reform in addition to the municipal amalgamation reform. In 2017, in this 
regional reform, the Parliament decided to reduce the existing 19 regions to 
11 regions, also giving them some new tasks (Meld. St. Nr. 5 2019–2020). 
The amalgamation of the regions (county municipalities) was implemented in 
2020.

3.2	 Urban Growth, Housing and Segregation Challenge

In the Nordic countries, 97 per cent of population growth during the last 20 
years has occurred in 30 functional urban areas (Nordregio 2016). Norway 
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has experienced regional centralization processes, resulting in urban growth in 
regional cities, especially in the Greater Oslo region. As in other Nordic coun-
tries, accommodating this growing population with housing, infrastructure 
and services is a challenge. As most of the cities in Norway have an explicit 
compact city policy, a by-product of this policy is increased property prices 
and segregation in different parts of the city. Consequently, another challenge 
is social inequality in public health, which is strengthened by segregation. This 
has resulted in pressure for more affordable housing, as well as integration and 
segregation challenges. The Nordic Council of Ministers, worried about these 
trends, asked Nordregio (an international research centre for regional develop-
ment and planning) to study the causes. In 2016 Nordregio found that the three 
main factors explaining Nordic urban segregation are housing policy, spatial 
planning and discrimination.

3.3	 Tensions between Core-City and Neighbouring Municipalities

Due to the historical centre–periphery tension and the centralization processes 
leading to urban growth, there is often a tension between the core-city and 
neighbouring municipalities. This tension frequently results in inexpedient 
competition in relation to public services, business and dwellings, leading to 
urban sprawl. As a consequence, the possibilities for effective public transport 
can be undermined.

3.4	 Climate Change

Other challenges of urban arenas relate to climate change. International com-
mitments (such as the Paris Agreement) and national goals for reducing CO2 
emissions have led to ambitious policies in the cities. Some of the largest cities 
(e.g. Oslo and Bergen) have more ambitious goals for emissions reduction 
and have introduced many measures, quite a few of which are controversial. 
The measures first and foremost address the shift to green mobility, such as 
introducing different types of car restrictions and investing in infrastructure 
that encourages the use of bikes and improves walkability. The national 
climate goals have also led to new multilevel contractual management tools 
(described below). In addition, the international focus on climate change 
has spurred an intense discussion about the need for an industrial transition 
away from oil-based production and towards more green energy production. 
Norway is an oil-exporting country, and much of its industry and production 
is developed in and around the oil industry. For some of the cities on the 
west coast, this is a challenge for many of their businesses. The challenges 
of climate change have spurred greater attention on metropolitan cooperation 
and planning in order to reduce car dependence. Hence, the emission goals in 
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the Paris Agreement have stimulated the emergence of national urban policies 
targeting CO2 emissions, such as funding for projects that reduce emissions 
(KLIMASATS), and new multilevel governance tools (the Urban Growth 
Agreements, see later in the chapter).

3.5	 Lack of Multilevel Coordination and Cross-Sector Coordination

As in other European countries, research shows that urban areas in Norway 
suffer from a lack of national cross-sectoral coordination and multilevel coor-
dination (Simeonova et al. 2017; Hanssen and Aarsæther 2018a, b; Hovik and 
Hanssen 2015). In 2016 Nordregio reviewed the relationship between green 
growth and spatial planning in urban policy in the Nordic region and found that 
explicit links between the two are quite weak because green growth policies are 
mainly framed at the national level and focused on regional development while 
spatial planning is primarily done at the local and regional levels. Other studies 
have highlighted the weaknesses of regional plans as coordinating instruments 
in a system where national sector authorities are allowed to disobey the plans 
(Hanssen and Aarsæther 2018a, b; Hanssen and Hofstad 2017).

4.	 EVOLVEMENT OF NATIONAL URBAN 
POLICIES – FROM THE 1970S TO TODAY

In the 1970s–1980s the social and economic challenges of the larger cities in 
Norway first received attention (Rasmussen 1984). On the initiative of the City 
of Oslo, in 1977 the government appointed a ‘city committee’ (storbyutvalget) 
with a mandate to discuss the structural problems of Norwegian cities. Here 
the cities of Oslo and Bergen were represented, together with the organization 
of Norwegian municipalities and representatives from three Ministries. They 
finalized a report on ‘urban politics’ in 1979 (NOU 1979, p. 5). In this Official 
Norwegian Report they stated that a national policy and a coordinated effort 
towards the cities were needed to address the challenges of declining industry 
and local environmental problems due to traffic and air pollution, as well as the 
general need for regeneration in inner districts. The report (NOU 1979, p. 5) 
also pointed to the challenges of a lack of affordable housing and the high costs 
of social and health welfare services and of elderly care. In addition, it stated 
that coordination problems between the core cities and their neighbouring 
municipalities were a major challenge. An example is commuting patterns, 
with the core-city losing the tax incomes from many of the workers living 
outside the city.

The report was followed up in 1980 by the first government White Paper 
concerning urban politics, presented to the Parliament by the Ministry of 
Local Government and Labour (Meld. St. Nr. 17 1979–1980). However, in 
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the 1980s, national urban politics was a field that received little attention 
(Rasmussen 1984).

In the 1990s and 2000s we witness increased attention on the challenges and 
role of the city – and thus an increased demand for a national urban policy. 
This was especially spurred by environmental and climate challenges. The 
first traces of national policy signals stimulating compact city development 
and densification around public transport hubs can already be found in the 
1990s. The compact city ideal can be traced back to a 1987 report by the 
World Commission on Environment and Development entitled ‘Our Common 
Future’ (Falleth and Saglie 2011), and is reflected in important urban policy 
documents. One of the first documents on national urban policy was the 
Governmental Planning Guidelines for Coordinated Land-Use and Transport 
Policy from 1994, revised in 2014 (where ‘housing’ also was included) (also 
called SPR-BATP). Here, the national government states that the purpose of 
regional and local planning is to ensure a sufficient supply of housing/dwell-
ings through densification in city centres and around public transport hubs. 
The main intentions are to reduce the need for car-based transport and achieve 
zero-growth in person-based car transport. The growth in mobility needs to 
be in the form of increased walking, cycling and use of public transport, in 
order to achieve Norway’s commitments in the Paris Agreement. As a result, 
densification and compact city development has become the most important 
goal for national urban policy.

In 2012 a professional committee for sustainable development was appointed 
by the Minister of Local and Regional Government to formulate a report 
containing advice on creating a national sustainable urban policy. The report 
Professional Advice for Sustainable Urban Development was finalized in 2013 
(KRD 2013) and focused on three areas: urban growth, urban qualities and 
urban planning. The report states that Norway has never developed a national 
urban policy that has been used to strategically guide national investments 
in different sectors or has functioned as a list of objectives for local urban 
policies. It argues that the challenges created by increased city growth, namely 
pressure for dwellings, integration problems and segregation, show the urgent 
need for developing a national urban policy. It also argues that a national urban 
policy stimulating urban growth is important to ensure the achievement of 
national goals in areas such as climate, the environment and welfare services. 
One of the most important functions of a national urban policy is to coordinate 
the many national sector interests and authorities in order to enable the cities to 
better adjust their planning and services to the urban growth.

Even though Norway lacks an explicit national urban policy, on various 
occasions when making public speeches the national government has pro-
claimed that it has an urban policy. The former Minister Jan Tore Sanner3 
made a speech in 2014 in which he claimed that the government had a national 
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urban policy covering housing policy, where the national level contributes by 
helping to house groups in need. In addition, he talked about the distribution of 
funding from the state to local level, with a special grant for metropolitan areas 
(‘storbytillegg’). He also mentioned the national regeneration programmes 
in Oslo, Bergen, Trondheim and Drammen, and the contractual management 
tool (Urban Growth Agreements4 and grants to projects) the government were 
developing to stimulate more green mobility and compact city development in 
nine city-regions.

More recently, the most important White Paper has been The White Paper 
on Sustainable Cities and Strong Districts (Meld. St. Nr. 18, 2016–2017). This 
states that the national government now wants to introduce ‘a more active 
policy for large cities’. Nevertheless, the government also has a strong focus 
on rural areas and wants to balance urban growth with stimulating growth in 
rural areas. In the White Paper the government states that in order to stimulate 
growth in all parts of Norway, it is its aim to move national institutions with 
high competence out of Oslo to areas outside other large cities in Norway. This 
is considered to be an important part of the government’s rural district policy 
and could undermine the role of the cities as important competence clusters. 
However, the government also states that it wants to stimulate better cooper-
ation between core cities and their neighbouring municipalities, which often 
have a competitive relationship (especially in land-use development).

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the United Nations 
in 2015 are reflected in the White Paper. They include the aim to make cities 
and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable, and have 
become universal and focused on integrated responsibilities. The White 
Paper has a strong focus on the need to develop better coordinated policies 
in city-regions, especially in relation to integrated environmental and climate 
friendly land-use and transport policies. To ensure such a development, the 
government states that it is going to be an active partner in the planning pro-
cesses. Here, ‘Urban Growth Agreements’ are emphasized (see the description 
later in the chapter), and the need for harmonizing the localization of national 
institutions in dense, urban areas. The government also emphasizes urban 
regeneration programmes in deprived areas.

In National Expectations for Regional and Local Planning in 2019 (a national 
planning instrument in the Norwegian Planning and Building Act from 2008), 
the government states that the 17 UN SDGs are to be the main political focus 
for addressing the challenges ahead in urban and regional planning. This 
national steering document addresses local government in general, giving little 
attention to the special challenges often found in cities (segregation, public 
transport and so on). It does however put much emphasis on the need for den-
sification around public transport hubs, in order to prevent urban sprawl and 
reduce car-based mobility. Here, the government states that most new business 
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establishments, including retail and office space, and private dwellings are to 
be localized within already dense areas – in line with compact city principles. 
This is expected to contribute to developing economically dynamic and sus-
tainable cities (urban life) and villages, as well as to contribute to strengthening 
the public transport axes. The steering document recognizes the challenges 
related to urban growth, specifically the need for cities to ensure that there are 
suitable living areas where the inhabitants are provided with a high quality 
of life and place identity. Thus, there is a need to recognize that densification 
must allow social sustainable urban societies.

5.	 ACTORS AND INSTITUTIONS: WHO IS 
DRIVING THE CHANGE?

There has been an increased focus on cities and urban politics in Norway, 
which is indirectly being influenced by the EU’s discourse on the EU Urban 
Agenda. The EEA Agreement ensures that there are important linkages 
between Norway and the EU discourse, even though Norway is not a member 
state. However, this lack of membership hinders the country from being 
equally involved in the EU’s work on the Urban Agenda.

As a consequence of these linkages, the national discourse on climate 
change policy and urban policy is not driven by the national government. 
Despite the fact that several White Papers have been produced in an effort to 
describe national urban policy, the national level remains reluctant to actually 
formulate a strategic and comprehensive urban policy.

The formulation of a more ambitious urban policy bringing forward the need 
for coordination in order to address urgent challenges (especially those relating 
to climate) is, rather, being driven by the large cities in Norway, primarily 
Oslo and Bergen. These cities are being the most progressive when it comes to 
achieving ambitious climate goals (more ambitious than the Paris Agreement). 
Oslo had an aim of a 36 per cent reduction in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
(in all sectors) and a 20 per cent reduction in car traffic by 2020 (Tønnesen et 
al. 2019, p. 38), but the numbers indicating if it had achieved these aims were 
not available at the time of writing.

Here, the largest cities are members of European and international networks 
of cities, such as EUROCITIES and C40. The activities within these networks 
clearly mobilize greater attention on the urban agenda and the potential of 
urban politics, especially in relation to climate challenge.

The largest cities now act as front-runners in the green shift. In Oslo, the 
new innovation of a climate budget has been introduced, which acts like an 
ordinary budget but for CO2. This budget function is an important coordina-
tion tool, mainstreaming the climate goals of Oslo by incorporating them into 
the objectives of different sector departments in the city administration.
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6.	 SPECIFIC POLICIES

6.1	 Climate Policy

The increasing emphasis on urban policies has been spurred by the devel-
opment of international policies on climate change mitigation. Norway is 
committed to implementing the Paris Agreement, with the aim of eliminating 
30 per cent of CO2 emissions by 2030, and 95 per cent by 2050. However, the 
first significant operationalizations of the commitments of the Kyoto protocol 
happened through the ‘climate compromises’5 reached between political 
parties (except the right-wing Progressive Party) in the Norwegian Parliament 
in 2008 and 2012. These agreements/compromises were the result of a broad 
political consensus that Norway should take responsibility for reducing GHG 
emissions through an active national policy.

The broad political ‘climate compromises’ that were reached in the 
Parliament in 2008 and 2012 were based upon the White Papers of Meld. St. 
Nr. 24 (2006–2007) Norwegian climate policy from 2007 and Meld. St. Nr. 21 
(2011–2012) Norwegian Climate Policy from 2012. In addition to the overall 
targets for emission reduction set out in the Kyoto protocol, the ‘climate 
compromises’/agreements contained a number of measures to be implemented 
specifically in Norway. These included:

•	 Implement climate and technology investment financed through the return 
from a new fund for climate, renewable energy and energy conversion.

•	 Phasing out of burning with fossil oil.
•	 Tighter energy requirements in the construction sector.
•	 Continue to step up climate research.
•	 Maintain or increase carbon storage in the forest.
•	 Contribute to the development of biogas in Norway.
•	 Growth in passenger transport in metropolitan areas is to take the form of 

increased use of public transport, cycling and walking.
•	 Car taxes to be used to help create a more environmentally friendly and 

climate-friendly car park.
•	 Strengthen the role of railways in the transport system.

The last three points are especially relevant for urban policies, as they contrib-
uted to form new and stricter national urban policy ‘packages’ for transport 
and land-use in city-regions. In 2012 the goal of ‘growth in passenger transport 
in metropolitan areas is to take the form of increased use of public transport, 
cycling and walking’ was formulated as the ‘Zero-Growth Goal’. This goal 
proclaims that all growth in passenger transport in the larger urban areas is 
to be absorbed by public transport, bicycling and walking (Tønnesen et al. 
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2019). Thus, the urban regions must avoid increases in the total distances 
travelled by individuals when driving cars. However, the goal does not include 
road-freight transport, and the cities might end up with increased freight trans-
port even if they achieve the Zero-Growth Goal for passenger transport. Thus, 
the Zero-Growth Goal can be characterized as a political compromise, and 
was embodied in the National Transport Plan through which the Parliament 
distributes large infrastructure investments to both road and rail. Later, the 
Zero-Growth Goal proved to be an important trigger for the transformation of 
‘urban packages’ of national investments in urban transport systems into more 
comprehensive ‘Urban Growth Agreements’ (see description below).

The need for these multilevel arrangements can be explained by the 
decentralized character of transport and land-use management. Due to exten-
sive local (and regional) autonomy, the national climate and environmental 
ambitions are closely connected to municipal- and county-level land-use and 
transport policies. However, the national Planning and Building Act contains 
requirements for consistency between local activity and state policy, includ-
ing the demand for municipal planning to follow nationally defined goals 
(Tønnesen et al. 2019). The Paris Agreement has now been implemented in the 
Norwegian governance system via the Climate Act of 2018.

6.2	 Transport and Land-Use Planning in Metropolitan Areas

6.2.1	 Framework
The coordination and integration of transport, land-use and housing planning 
has emerged as an important policy direction to promote sustainable develop-
ment in all the Nordic countries (Nordregio 2017). Land use is a decentralized 
policy area in Norway, the country having one of the most decentralized 
land-use planning systems in Europe. The authorization of land use is regu-
lated by the Norwegian Planning and Building Act 2008, which gives cities 
important planning and steering tools. While cities are the primary authorizers 
of land use within their jurisdiction, they rely upon a metropolitan planning 
approach to curb the tendencies of urban sprawl and increased car use and 
to meet the need for more public transport. Hence, regional plans are more 
appropriate for the functional city-region, and regional land-use and transport 
plans are developed in almost every region (county municipality). However, 
these plans are often not restrictive enough when it comes to compact city 
development and reduction of urban sprawl. Nor are they legally binding 
(which the local plans are), and so they are often undermined by national actors 
or municipalities. Signals from national governmental are often contradictory, 
leading to ambiguity. Officially, the national government holds the principle of 
densification and compact city in high esteem, but in practice it allows (neigh-
bouring) municipalities to grow so that urban sprawl continues.
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The policy field of mobility (transport infrastructure, public transport) 
is divided between all three tiers of government. Long-term infrastructure 
investment, and how this is to be shared between roads, railways, cycle paths 
and footpaths and where, is decided by the National Parliament (the Storting) 
during the process of deciding the National Transport Plan. The regions 
(county municipalities) have now strengthened their role when it comes 
to mobility through having responsibility for regional public transport and 
regional roads. Local government is responsible for local roads.

Traditionally, investments in road and railway infrastructure have been 
distributed rather disproportionally compared to the number of inhabitants, not 
prioritizing the densely populated areas in and around Oslo. In the last decade, 
the regional transport and land-use plan for Oslo and surrounding Akershus 
has given important guidance on where to prioritize large investments in public 
transport. Consequently, these regional political signals have influenced the 
prioritizing in the National Transport Plan and by the transport authorities, 
the latter having taken important decisions for further development of rail 
transport (subway, trains) in urban areas in response to these regional signals.

6.2.2	 Contractual management for transport and land-use in 
metropolitan areas: from ‘urban packages’ to ‘Urban Growth 
Agreements’

The need for metropolitan coordination has led to an interesting development 
in many of the Nordic countries. In Norway, Sweden and Finland we see 
a combination of cross-sectoral and multilevel governance, along with the 
adoption of different types of contractual or agreement-based policies among 
various public authorities (Nordregio 2016 and 2017). They have been estab-
lished especially to promote sustainability. These different ‘agreement-based 
urban policies’ or ‘contractual urban policies’ that are emerging are becoming 
more and more institutionalized. The aim of these has been to create integrated, 
efficient and competitive urban city-regions via cooperation between the state 
and municipalities in the city-regions (Nordregio 2017; Tønnesen et al. 2019).

In Norway, it was the need for coordinating the efforts and investments in 
metropolitan areas that spurred the emergence of a new multilevel-governance 
contractual management tool. These are called ‘Urban Growth Agreements’, 
and they coordinate the land-use measures of the local government with 
the large transport investments of regional and national authorities. These 
contracts/agreements are now one of the main incentive arrangements for 
multilevel coordination between national, county and municipal authorities on 
transport and land-use policies for the larger urban regions (Nordregio 2016; 
Tønnesen et al. 2019; Amundsen et al. 2019).

The Urban Growth Agreements have their roots in the system of ‘urban 
packages’ that have existed for over 30 years (Tønnesen et al. 2019). The first 
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urban packages came about in Bergen in 1986 (poll road), then in Oslo in 
1990 and in Trondheim in 1991. Some of the early generation of packages still 
exist, for example ‘Oslopakke 3’. However, they are now ‘framed’ in a much 
more ambitious urban policy, under the name ‘Urban Growth Agreements’. 
The Urban Growth Agreements constitute a new, innovative coordination tool 
that have been developed to achieve one of the aims of the Paris Agreement 
through operationalizing the Zero-Growth Goal decided in the National 
Transport Plan. The agreements are also presented as implementation tools 
of the national steering instrument SPR-BATP (SPR-BATP 2014) and of the 
regional plans for the metropolitan areas. Furthermore, the agreements are 
presented as tools for coordinating the funding, measures and local land-use 
policies (restrictions) needed to reach the aims of the National Transport 
Plan. They are also multilevel policy packages of national, regional and local 
funding of infrastructure – as well as car-restriction tools. Today, the four 
largest city-regions in Norway (the Oslo, Bergen, Trondheim and Stavanger 
regions) have all signed ‘Urban Growth Agreements’, and more are to follow.

Through the ‘Urban Growth Agreements’, all three levels of government 
implement measures and policies that in sum should achieve the Zero-Growth 
Goal for the relevant city-regions. The goal not only addresses climate change, 
but, in a mobility perspective, also addresses traffic-flow issues (Tønnesen et 
al. 2019). Hence, it is only ‘in part a goal for reducing climate gas emissions’ 
(Ministry of Transport 2017).

The national government provides grants covering 50 per cent of the invest-
ment costs for large infrastructure projects. For the period 2018–2029, national 
authorities have allocated almost €7 billion to municipalities and counties. The 
50 per cent county and municipal contribution is mainly covered by toll-road 
payments (Tønnesen et al. 2019). The introduction of, or changes to, local 
toll-road payment schemes must, however, be authorized by Parliament. Thus, 
there is an intricate interdependency between the different tiers of government 
that is coordinated through these agreements. In the signed agreements, only 
some of the larger projects are specified in the documents, while other prior-
ities are determined through portfolio management; the sequence in which 
measures are to be applied is flexible based on financing or ability to reach 
the goal (Tønnesen et al. 2019, p. 37). Goal achievement is monitored with 
indicators, including travel surveys, traffic indexes and land-use indicators.

Being a fragmented policy field, many actors sit around the table to reach 
an agreement regarding the right mix of measures, incentives and restrictions 
needed to reach the goal. The agreements are formulated in negotiation with the 
national government (the Ministry of Local Governments and Modernization 
and the Ministry of Transport, with their regional representatives in the trans-
port agency and the county governor), the region/county municipality and the 
core-city and some of its neighbouring municipalities. How many and which 
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of the municipalities varies. The delimitation of the metropolitan areas in these 
‘Urban Growth Agreements’ has not been consistent, but has varied between 
the urban areas and also over the years. For example, the first-generation agree-
ments6 in the Oslo region were negotiated by the City of Oslo and the County 
Municipality of Akershus, representing the city-region. In the second gener-
ation, the municipalities of Skedsmo, Oppegård and Bærum have also been 
included in the negotiations. They are municipalities in the core agglomeration 
(‘bybåndskommuner’). The definition, or delimitation, of the city-region is an 
important (and political) question, since the goal of ‘zero-sum growth’ is to be 
achieved in the defined city-region (not solely in the core-city). 	

However, the early-generation package ‘Oslopakke 3’ still exists, and is 
revised every third year, while its ‘action programme’ is revised annually. It 
runs to 2036. The action programme has a four-year perspective, in order to 
be able to feed the agreements into the budgets at national and regional levels. 
Oslopakke 3 is run by a formal steering group, consisting of the City Governor 
of Environment and Transport in Oslo, the National Road Authority (Statens 
Vegvesen), the National Railway Authority (Jernbanedirektoratet) and the 
County Municipality of Akershus (the County Mayor). In these multilevel 
arrangements, the important delineation is the city-region. Oslo has an impor-
tant role as the core-city. The division of the funding is 60 per cent to Oslo and 
40 per cent to Akershus. Even though projects are principally run on the basis 
of portfolio management, each project can be the subject of political negotia-
tions in the negotiations on the Urban Growth Agreements.

In the local election campaign of 2019, these Urban Growth Agreements 
became heavily politicized, having previously been a policy-package tool 
that had existed under the ‘political radar’ for years. The reason for this 
politicization was the inclusion of more toll roads in the packages, triggering 
protests from right-wing parties, and also prompting the formation of a new 
party called ‘The People’s Action against Toll Roads Party’. Here, the political 
cleavages to a great extent followed the divide between the core-city and its 
surrounding cities, but they also followed social cleavages (income, educa-
tion). The anti-toll-road party received many votes, ending up with 17 per cent 
of the votes in Bergen, 9 per cent in Stavanger and 6 per cent in Oslo. Thus, 
the national aim of ‘zero growth in passenger car use’ has resulted in a mix of 
policy measures that have increased tensions within the city-regions (core-city 
against surrounding municipalities).

6.2.3	 Localization of sectoral state authorities
One of the main challenges of an integrated land-use and transport policy 
is that the primary coordination instruments – the regional plans – are not 
respected by sectoral state authorities. Therefore, a large proportion of the 
localization of national institutions/authorities is not in alignment with the 
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official policy for compact city/transport-hub development (Tennøy et al. 
2017; Millstein et al. 2016). One example is the hospital in Stavanger, which 
despite the new ‘Urban Growth Agreement’ in the city-region was able to get 
the support of the Minister of Health Services to locate itself on the outskirts of 
the city – beyond the main public transport axes (Amundsen et al. 2019). With 
an estimated 7670 workers and 966 420 visitors per year (Tennøy et al. 2017), 
this decision has large transport consequences (Tønnesen et al. 2019).

6.3	 Integration of Metropolitan Areas/City-Regions: The 
Development Programme for City-Regions (ByR)

The Norwegian Ministry of Local Governments and Modernization (KMD) 
was responsible for the Development Programme for City-Regions (ByR) in 
the period 2014–2018. This programme aimed at strengthening the economic 
growth potential of city-regions (Leknes et al. 2018), but even though the 
main focus was on economic/business cooperation, it also had a wider func-
tion of increasing knowledge about the general interplay between cities and 
districts (in relation to planning, land use, transport and so on). In total, the 
Ministry granted NOK 110 million to the programme. The agency ‘Centre of 
Competence on Rural Development’ (KDU) was responsible for implement-
ing the programme by means of network activities, knowledge dissemination 
and grants (Leknes et al. 2018). The programme not only supported the large 
city-regions, but also the medium-sized ones, altogether 37 city-regions cov-
ering 213 municipalities.

An evaluation of the programme (Leknes et al. 2018) found that most of 
the projects have contributed to strengthening part of the soft infrastructure 
in the city-regions, which could have significance for the ability to conduct 
coordinated preparation for industry development and economic growth. 
This includes more and better meeting places, information and knowledge 
networks, better cooperation between the core-city and its surrounding munici-
palities (including a binding agreement about future cooperation), an improved 
culture for sharing, increased confidence and trust between the participants and 
increased ability and willingness to cooperate on strategic industry and soci-
etal development. Many of the projects have also contributed to developing 
and professionalizing the municipal organization for industry development 
(Leknes et al. 2018, p.  21). Many projects have strengthened parts of the 
innovation system by creating a tighter and better collaboration between 
knowledge institutions and industry and establishing innovation centres. Sixty 
per cent of the projects have contributed to improving the marketing of the 
city-region and the project leader reports about development of a stronger 
city-regional identity. This is closely connected to town and city development 
and different measures for increasing the attractiveness of the city-region 
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(Leknes et al. 2018, p. 21). Leknes et al. (2018) also find that three-quarters 
of the city-regions have strengthened their capacity for industry development.

6.4	 Establishing the Urban Network ‘Cities of the Future’ 
(Fremtidens Byer)

The state-initiated ‘Cities for the Future’ network (2008–2014), created by the 
Department of Environment, consisted of 13 of the largest cities in Norway, 
which joined together to think about the future. During the six years of its 
existence, climate change adaptation was one of several topics addressed. 
Assessments show that from inception until the network ended, cities had 
gone from almost never considering climate change to giving it an important 
place in municipal plans and procedures. It is reported that one of the greatest 
benefits of the initiative for the cities had been the network itself, described 
as a dialogue forum where city and state meet informally. In addition, the 
networks enabled learning to occur across disciplines. It is also mentioned that 
the network provided political support for local priorities and made it easier 
to get funding for projects or plans related to climate change adaptation at the 
local level. One of the main outcomes from the ‘future cities’ network was 
increased knowledge. For example, from the ‘Climate Adaptation Troms’ 
network, being a multilevel network, came an increased awareness among the 
municipal actors of what the other public authorities could offer them (knowl-
edge, competence, support) (Hauge et al. 2018; Hanssen et al. 2015).

6.5	 Housing Policy

The fragments of national urban policy that exist also include elements of 
housing policy. In Norway, local government is the main land-use planning 
authority, but it is market actors that implement the plan, producing the houses 
and dwellings. Over the last 30 years, Norway has not had a strong tradition 
of building affordable housing. The cities provide houses only for disad-
vantaged groups, but these are only small in number. For other inhabitants, 
private market actors supply houses, and as much as 80 per cent of Norwegian 
residents own their own dwelling. The tax system rewards those with huge 
mortgages, and property prices have increased steadily, making it lucrative to 
own houses/dwellings. Thus, the main task for cities is to regulate planning 
so that market actors are allowed to build sufficient dwellings. In the national 
planning instruments referred to above (National Expectations for Regional 
and Local Planning in 2019 and Governmental Planning Guidelines for 
Coordinated Housing, Land-Use and Transport Policy) the responsibility of 
cities (and municipalities) for regulating the building of sufficient dwellings is 
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emphasized, as well as the responsibility for locating new dwellings in accord-
ance with the compact city ideal, thus avoiding urban sprawl.

In addition to national planning instruments sending steering signals to local 
government, national government also has financial tools to fund/stimulate 
urban housing projects for disadvantaged groups. The main financial instru-
ment is the National Housing Bank, which is a national agency that co-funds 
municipal projects and market projects. The Bank is governed by the National 
Strategy for Social Housing (2014–2020) and the Strategy for the Housing 
Market.7

In the last decade, housing prices have increased in the city, largely due 
to densification around centrally located public transport hubs. As a result, 
low-income families are being pushed out of the city centre, often moving to 
suburbia in the surrounding municipalities and becoming car users in order to 
commute. The nurse index from London has been actively used in the media 
debate about affordable housing. The nurse index shows that a single nurse 
could only afford to buy 5 per cent of the dwellings in the city of Oslo in 2019, 
while in other cities in Norway they could afford over 30 per cent of the dwell-
ings (e.g. Kristiansand). This has spurred a much more politicized debate about 
affordable housing for ordinary people, resulting in a new affordable housing 
policy for Oslo in 2019.

6.6	 National (Local) Urban Regeneration Programmes

In order to address some of the social challenges the large cities experience, 
for decades there has been a partnership between the national and local level 
for investing in deprived areas. From the 1980s–1990s to the present day, the 
national government and the City of Oslo have funded urban regeneration 
programmes on a 50:50 basis – first in the inner districts (Byfornyelsen and 
Handlingsplan Oslo indre øst), then in the eastern part of Oslo, Grorud Valley 
(Groruddalssatsingen), and now also in the south (Søndre Nordstrand).

The Grorud Valley Initiative is directed at improving living conditions in 
the Grorud Valley (in the Oslo area), which is characterized by high levels 
of deprivation. The programme focuses on improving the quality of life of 
residents and is being jointly implemented by the national government and 
the City of Oslo (UN-Habitat 2015; OECD 2017). The Ministry has called for 
a differentiated regional policy and the marketing of Oslo as an attractive city 
internationally. The programme also had an integrated approach, encompass-
ing economy and business, living conditions, environment, welfare, research 
and education facilities, diversity and tolerance, childcare and schools, safety, 
culture and innovation (Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and 
Regional Development 2007).
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7.	 EUROPEANIZATION

As mentioned in the introduction, Norway is not a member state in the EU. 
However, the Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA) brings 
together the 27 EU member states and the three EEA EFTA states (Norway, 
Iceland and Liechtenstein) together in the Internal Market governed by the 
same basic rules.8 Norway is therefore also taking part in the EU’s Urban 
Agenda (Meld. St. Nr. 18 2016–2017).

The Nordic countries also have a joint programme on sustainable devel-
opment called ‘Attractive Cities: Green Transition and Growth in Nordic 
City-Regions’. Here, the intention is to develop a tool to measure how attrac-
tive the Nordic cities are, and how urban qualities can contribute to creating 
a better urban environment and attractive workplaces as well as to promoting 
health. From Norway, three Ministries cooperate together in the programme: 
the Ministry of Local Government and Modernization, the Ministry of Climate 
and Environment and the Ministry of Health and Care Services.

The Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernization has 
been recommending the use of the EU (and OECD) ‘Smart Specialization 
Model’ to allow all regions to explore and exploit the distinctive opportunities 
for business development. Today, many of the Norwegian regions are using 
smart specialization to build on those competences, businesses and resources 
already present in the region, in order to develop new niches and business areas 
(Meld. St. Nr. 5 2019–2020). Norwegian municipalities participate in different 
European projects (e.g. Interreg project REGINA) in order to develop models 
for Local Smart Specialization (LS3). Here, the county municipalities report 
that Interreg is an integrated part of the county municipalities’ overall policy 
portfolio and central to the establishment of strategic regional partnerships 
between different sectors and European players (Meld. St. Nr. 5, 2019–2020).

8.	 CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

What kind of national urban policy can be observed in Norway (d’Albergo 
2010)? As this chapter has shown, Norway does not have a comprehensive and 
coherent national urban policy.

The national government to a small degree ensures coordination of sector 
policies to address urban problems and challenges. These problems and 
challenges, however, are addressed through sectoral policies and tools. Thus 
Norway lacks a coherent national urban policy, even if there are some traces 
of a political strategy behind the fragmented range of initiatives related to 
cities and metropolitan areas. In addition, Norwegian national authorities use 
indirect tools to enable other actors (cities and county municipalities) to better 
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address urban challenges. Even though the national government has produced 
a couple of White Papers, and developed several initiatives, addressing the 
challenging situation in the cities, the policies and measures recommended 
are rather fragmented and weak. Hence, one of the solutions that has been 
proposed is amalgamation to strengthen the positions of the (regional) cities.

Why did Norwegian national urban policy develop in the way it did? Firstly, 
one of the explanations is the historical tension between centre and periphery, 
that is, between the cities and their surroundings. The tension is still the source 
of an important cleavage in the Norwegian political landscape. Many of the 
existing political parties were founded on this cleavage. Rural areas still act 
in opposition to the capital and regional cities, often competing rather than 
cooperating. Secondly, national sectoral (silo) authorities are very strong in 
Norway, undermining many attempts to systematically coordinate them. Last, 
but not least, Norway is not a member of the EU, only associated to it through 
the EEA. Being outside the EU, Norway has not internalized EU discussions 
on urban and metropolitan policies, like those on the EU’s Urban Agenda, in 
national political debates and policy making. However, some of Norway’s 
initiatives have been inspired by EU policies.

One area that has been influenced by EU policies is policies concerning 
research on, for example, metropolitan areas. Here the Interreg and Horizon 
2020 programmes have resulted in broad cooperation between Norwegian and 
European research institutions, cities and regions (Moen and Skålnes 2005; 
Fitjar et al. 2013). This has resulted in calls from the Norwegian Research 
Council for broad ‘urban research’, in an attempt to stimulate interdisciplinary 
urban studies.

NOTES

1.	 https://​www​.regjeringen​.no/​en/​topics/​european​-policy/​eos/​id115261/​ (accessed 
9.11.2019).

2.	 This includes funding mechanisms, but also strategic or programmatic documents 
that give guidance on what is understood as good urban policy.

3.	 https://​www​.regjeringen​.no/​no/​aktuelt/​Bypolitikk​-pa​-norsk/​id753802/​ (accessed 
9.11.2019).

4.	 Byvekstavtaler.
5.	 ‘Klimaforliket’ between the political parties in the Norwegian Parliament.
6.	 Bymiljøavtale + byutviklingsavtale.
7.	 Bolig for velferd (2014–2020) and Strategi for boligmarkedet.
8.	 https://​www​.regjeringen​.no/​en/​topics/​european​-policy/​eos/​id115261/​ (accessed 

9.11.2019).
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8.	 Boosting national urban policies by 
European integration. The case of 
Poland1

Piotr Żuber, Katarzyna Szmigiel-Rawska and 
Joanna Krukowska

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Poland is an example of a country in which national urban policy has been 
developing gradually over the last 20 years, heavily influenced by the 
Europeanisation process and an internal decentralisation agenda. Both pro-
cesses have been fuelled by political and economic integration, as well as 
by the direct participation of central and local government organisations in 
implementing a variety of EU policies. The cohesion policy has had the most 
significant impact.

National urban (and regional) policy is one of the policy areas which 
has been most ‘affected’ by the adaptation and absorption of EU goals and 
procedures and transfer of know-how. It has undergone changes along an 
intellectual path extending from support for general aims, through removing 
barriers to development, to a conditional and differentiated place-based policy 
that addresses the strengths and weaknesses of different types of territory. 
This transformation was in line with the changing focus of the European 
Commission and the EU as a whole. In practical terms, it means that national 
regional policy has evolved from a policy supporting the development of the 
country and regions via major, centrally planned infrastructural investments, 
into a territorial multi-dimensional system in which different actors (national, 
regional and local authorities, academia, civil society and the private sector) 
play a role in defining and implementing goals, priorities and projects.

Historically, urban matters fell within the remit of a number of ministries 
and organisations dealing with urban transport, housing and social or economic 
development issues at the national level. Although these matters were part of 
the centrally planned agenda and country-wide or macroregional spatial devel-
opment plans, the planning actors operated largely independently. In terms 
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of programming processes, this was changed by Europeanisation (mostly the 
cohesion policy) and decentralisation of the state (the emerging and growing 
power of local and regional governments). A comprehensive national urban 
policy emerged in 2010 as a vital component of national regional policy, in the 
National Regional Development Strategy 2010–2020: Regions, Cities, Rural 
Areas (KSRR2020), which was adopted by government.

Following European logic in terms of territorialisation in public policy, 
a separate document setting out objectives and instruments was adopted by the 
central government in 2015, entitled National Urban Policy 2023 (NUP2023). 
Following this, Parliament adopted a legislative act on drafting urban regener-
ation plans as a tool for the new urban policy (Ustawa 2015).

The NUP2023 (Krajowa Polityka Miejska 2015) sets out goals and ways of 
achieving them. The policy is intended to be implemented by various actors 
ranging from central government to regional and local urban authorities them-
selves. Central government supports the implementation of the urban policy 
goals by channelling money (mostly made available through the cohesion 
policy) towards priorities, projects and specific urban instruments. These 
include Integrated Territorial Investments (ITIs), local urban renewal plans 
and projects which involve networking between cities. The operational pro-
grammes managed by the state and regional authorities, and implemented by 
various actors including urban authorities, are the tools for this policy. These 
interventions include a special programme for small and medium-sized cities 
which are in the process of losing their socio-economic and administrative 
functions. The scheme has been operating since 2017 and is still in the early 
stages of implementation. A number of activities supported by central gov-
ernment aim to improve the quality of urban governance by providing proper 
advice and training, as well as by promoting networking between cities within 
the country and within the wider EU context (Partnerska Inicjatywa Miast 
2017). Since 2017, the government has also been addressing housing issues 
in cooperation with local authorities, by providing free plots of land from the 
state treasury to impoverished families and individuals for the construction of 
cheap housing.

The main thesis of this chapter is that urban policy in Poland has been 
shaped under heavy pressure to adapt to EU principles. Top-down and 
bottom-up processes have been intertwined during this adaptation. The fact 
that financial means were granted on merit via a formal framework meant that 
authorities had to bow to externally created rules, especially at regional and 
local level. When the pressure became too great, it became clear that public 
actors were apparently relabelling aspects of central-, regional- and local-level 
policies. Most of the measures implemented by central government provide 
preconditions for policy formulation. The intervention tools put into operation 
were mainly driven by European policy.
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The next parts of the chapter are organised as follows. The second section 
consists of a general description of the institutional context of urban policy 
in Poland. The third section shows the evolution of national urban policy 
since the collapse of the centrally planned economy in 1989. Next, the current 
challenges for urban areas in Poland are defined and explained. The fifth 
section describes the activity of the main actors in terms of policy, and the 
sixth describes examples of specific thematic areas of urban policy in Poland 
dealing with climate change, metropolitan areas and urban renewal. The 
chapter closes with some general conclusions.

2.	 URBAN AREAS IN POLAND’S TERRITORIAL 
GOVERNANCE SYSTEM

Since January 1999, territorial organisation in Poland has consisted of three 
tiers of management (as of 1 January 20202):

1.	 16 units of regional government (Pol.: województwo) run by an indirectly 
elected government executive and elected councils. These are responsible 
for strategy design and implementation in terms of socio-economic devel-
opment, and for delivering some regional level services (such as regional 
roads, regional railway transport and hospitals). This level of subnational 
government in Poland also has a governor’s office. It represents central 
government, and has legal powers of control over local and regional 
government.

2.	 380 meso-tier units of county-type government (Pol.: powiat), involving:
(a)	 66 major cities (the smallest of which has 36 800 inhabitants) exercis-

ing municipal and county functions. These are formally called ‘cities 
with county rights’ (Pol.: miasto na prawach powiatu), since the 
municipal level is the basic, constitutionally embedded tier of local 
government in Poland. They always consist of one municipality and 
always have urban characteristics;

(b)	 314 ordinary counties, usually consisting of several (on average eight) 
municipalities of an urban and rural nature.

Counties are also run by an indirectly elected government executive (starosta) 
and directly elected councils. In the case of cities with county rights, executive 
power is invested in the mayor, and the municipal council takes on the func-
tions of a county council.

3.	 2477 municipalities (Pol.: gmina), of which:
(a)	 302 units have city status (including 66 cities with county rights);
(b)	 642 units are of mixed urban–rural character, where a town and sur-

rounding villages can be identified;

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe152

(c)	 1533 are rural units.

There is no direct legal subordination where the three tiers are concerned, as 
they have distinct tasks and are generally expected to supplement each other’s 
activities.

Municipalities are managed by a directly elected mayor (called prezydent 
in bigger cities, burmistrz in smaller cities and towns and wójt in rural munic-
ipalities, but with very similar scope in terms of their competencies) and by 
a local council. There are 944 units with city/town status, though they vary 
greatly in size; the biggest is Warsaw, which officially has 1.765 million 
inhabitants (unofficial research estimates this number at 2.2–2.5 million), plus 
there are 4 cities with between 500 000 and 1 million inhabitants (Kraków, 
Łódź, Wrocław, Poznań) and 11 cities with 200 000–500 000 inhabitants (in 
descending order of size: Gdańsk, Szczecin, Bydgoszcz, Lublin, Białystok, 
Katowice, Gdynia, Częstochowa, Radom, Sosnowiec, Toruń). Together, these 
cities form a quite territorially balanced network in terms of major economic 
hubs. They are relatively well connected with each other and with the EU. At 
the other end of the spectrum, there are 336 towns with populations of fewer 
than 5000 inhabitants.

The official urbanisation rate of 60.1 per cent (2020) is based on admin-
istrative characteristics, though according to estimates (urban functional 
characteristics) the real rate is higher, at 72–75 per cent (Śleszyński 2019), 
and comparable with other EU countries. The trend is that, while the func-
tional urbanisation rate is growing, favouring further metropolisation and the 
development of regional capitals, the majority of rural areas and towns (around 
75 per cent) have lost at least some of their population over the last 20 years, 
mostly due to migration to big agglomerations or abroad.

3.	 EVOLUTION OF NATIONAL URBAN POLICIES

In 1989 the centrally planned economy collapsed and a ‘systemic transfor-
mation’ was introduced based on the principles of democratisation and liber-
alising economic activity. This led to a widely shared political and academic 
consensus at the beginning of the 1990s that the country needed hardly any 
comprehensive public policy, not even with a territorial dimension, other than 
privatisation and a legal framework in which the free market could operate. 
This belief, along with a lack of substantial public money for investment, 
hampered any drafting or implementation of pro-development public policy 
for many years, with the exception of some reactive responses to workers 
losing their jobs, especially in politically sensitive sectors like coal mining or 
steel production.
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Even if the government was aware of the rising social and economic prob-
lems of some territories, it made no systemic investment on a broader scale 
until the country joined the EU in 2004. This was despite the fact that some 
regions with traditional industries and mono-industrial cities were unable to 
remain competitive in the new, free market economic system. The only terri-
torially oriented instruments in Poland in the late twentieth century were those 
tackling the issue of unemployment and industrial restructuring in a limited 
number of municipalities and regions. In addition, in some medium-sized 
cities, pro-development action of limited size and scope (including the estab-
lishment of business-support institutions) was financed by the EU through the 
pre-accession PHARE (Poland and Hungary Assistance for the Restructuring 
of the Economy) programme (and after 1999 also through the Special Accession 
Programme for Agriculture and Rural Development (SAPARD) and the 
Instrument for Structural Policies for Pre-Accession (ISPA)). However, these 
were mostly pilot schemes, and were unable to support the deteriorating situa-
tion in Polish cities in any substantial way.

Urban issues hardly ever appeared on the government agenda at that time. 
No real action was planned or undertaken, despite increasingly strong voices 
from the academic community and international organisations (EU, World 
Bank) pointing out the need to address processes such as metropolisation, sub-
urbanisation, spatial fragmentation, the physical decay of dwellings and urban 
infrastructure, and the economic decline of some industrial cities.

After the re-establishment of local government in the 1990s (which 
was regarded as a necessary step towards democratisation), in conceptual 
terms regionalisation sparked much more political interest than the urban 
issue. Poland in the 1990s was still divided into 49 rather small region-like 
units (created in 1975), run by a representative of the central government 
with extensive responsibilities and direct control over local governments. 
Consideration was given to establishing bigger and stronger regional units 
of self-government, which would be ‘visible on the map of the EU’, as a step 
towards improving the accountability of the state and creating optimal condi-
tions for making effective use of the EU cohesion policy after Poland eventu-
ally joined the EU. The reform of 1 January 1999 included the creation of 16 
regions with a mix of powers that involved both self-government (headed by 
the regional assembly and the board) and central government control (headed 
by the regional governor). It also created additional local-level county units 
(powiat). In terms of indirect effects on urban issues, the reform strengthened 
the administrative role of the new regional capitals and created conditions for 
their further socio-economic development. At the same time, it potentially 
undermined the prospects of many medium-sized cities, which lost the previ-
ous functions they had exercised as the capitals of quasi-regions when Poland 
had been divided into 49 units.
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In its preparations for EU membership, the Polish government began to 
elaborate (after the end of the twentieth century) a number of programming 
documents in different policy areas. These included regional policy, which 
was treated as a political priority. Self-governing areas also started to prepare 
this type of document which, at the beginning of the process, was considered 
a precondition for applying for EU grants. Therefore, after 1999 regional 
authorities started to prepare their first regional development strategies 
(required by law), while the majority of local units, including cities, began to 
draw up local-development strategies and plans on a voluntary basis.

These first planning documents were little more than a wish list for a number 
of investments, which were largely infrastructural. Put simply, financing of 
any concrete actions by regional and urban authorities was very limited at that 
time, as there were few funding options. In other words, the strategies were 
not used as tools for coordination but as lobbying documents to attract the 
attention of central government or other donors.

The process of profound change to the content and methods of program-
ming and implementing public policies at national, regional and local levels, 
including cities, accelerated after Poland joined the EU in 2004 and started to 
participate in programming, monitoring and implementing the EU cohesion 
policy. In parallel, changes in the status of a number of territorial partners can 
be observed. Throughout this time, regional governments have become more 
powerful, but over the last ten years the socio-economic and political power 
of big cities has also strengthened, as well as that of the biggest metropolitan 
regions and cities, especially the capitals of the respective regions.

Gradually, regional policy fuelled by EU funds became one of the govern-
ment’s most important public policies, providing money for the realisation of 
socio-economic objectives (including territorial ones) and setting standards 
for planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of all public inter-
ventions. It regulated and provided funds which enabled the government to 
fulfil its territorial objectives, and to comply with its planning standards, 
monitor implementation and evaluate all public interventions. It also helped 
in further decentralising the state; in 2007, regional authorities became the 
conduit for European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) funding (and also 
for European Social Fund (ESF) funding in 2014). Co-financed regional pro-
grammes currently (as for 2020) account for 43 per cent of total EU cohesion 
policy funds in Poland.

The role and status of cities in EU regional policy have been growing since 
the beginning of the twenty-first century, and they have also had an impact on 
national institutional patterns. In fact, cities and urban areas, particularly the 
biggest metropolitan areas, have increasingly been regarded as the drivers of 
the country’s socio-economic development, and this has improved their impor-
tance in the system of national regional policy. It has also had an impact on the 
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priorities of operational programmes financed by the EU. Since Poland joined 
the EU, funding has been available for projects proposed by urban authorities. 
However, only in the financial period 2014–2020 has it been possible for them 
to adopt more complex urban strategies and plans, including urban regenera-
tion and plans aimed at enhancing cooperation within metropolitan areas under 
a new EU mechanism – Integrated Territorial Investment (ITI).

The government’s first attempt to see cities as an important target of, 
and actor in, public policy was in its 2010 National Regional Development 
Strategy 2010–2020: Regions, Cities, Rural Areas (KSRR2020; Krajowa 
Strategia 2010). This document saw the urban dimension, alongside the 
regional and the rural, as one of the elements in a wider territorial approach 
required to increase competitiveness, ensure cohesion and improve efficiency 
in the country as a whole.

Cities were given an important role in improving regional competitiveness 
through:

•	 strengthening the metropolitan functions of regional capitals and integrat-
ing their metropolitan areas;

•	 promoting diffusion from regional centres to other parts of regions which, 
among other things, focuses interventions on sub-regional urban centres.

Under the cohesion objective, two major directions were proposed for cities:

•	 strengthening the urbanisation process and urban functions (delivery of 
sub-regional and regional services) of cities in rural and remote areas of 
Poland (mostly in the east of the country);

•	 complex activities for urban regeneration elsewhere in Poland, tailored to 
specific needs and situations.

Cities were also mentioned in this document as important agents in building 
a multi-governance system focused on realising territorial goals, and as part-
ners in improving the effectiveness of public policies. The strategic national 
spatial development document Concept of Spatial Development for Poland 
2030 (Koncepcja 2011), adopted by the government in 2011, took a similar 
approach to the role of cities in the socio-economic and spatial development of 
the country as a whole.

The main background document for planning and implementing national 
regional policy, co-financed by the EU at both national and regional level, was 
KSRR2020, which was binding for almost ten years (in 2019 it was replaced 
by the new National Regional Development Strategy 2030). It also inspired 
the further development of a complex national urban policy and called for 
further work on the urban agenda. The latter ultimately led to the drafting of 
a national urban policy paper acknowledging the increasing role of cities in 
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the country’s development process and the growing role of urban policy at 
European level.3 As a follow-up to this approach in 2011, at the request of 
the Polish government, the OECD prepared an urban policy review on Poland 
(OECD Urban Policy Review: Poland), proposing a number of activities to 
tackle identified deficiencies in the functioning of urban areas (including the 
governance system, spatial chaos, environmental and social issues, physical 
degradation and economic decline).

In 2013 the government adopted assumptions on Urban Policy, and in 2015, 
after extensive public consultation, it adopted the document National Urban 
Policy 2023 (NUP2023) (Krajowa Polityka Miejska 2015).

Like previous documents, it presents urban policy as part of the wider ter-
ritorial approach needed to improve the effectiveness of a number of financial 
and legal instruments and the actions of central, regional and local govern-
ments, and to ensure coordination between them. In fact, the document pro-
vides guidance for territorial governments and national-level policy makers, 
but is not directly linked to any new financial means.

The following principles were established in line with the EU cohesion 
policy and urban policy: an integrated territorial approach, multi-level govern-
ance and subordination of urban policy to wider economic policy. The eclectic 
strategic aim of the document is to strengthen the ability of Polish cities and 
urban areas to implement sustainable development, create employment and 
improve quality of life. This strategic aim is divided into five specific goals, 
as follows: multi-level governance and partnership; a compact and sustainable 
city; socio-economic and physical regeneration of degraded areas, including 
brownfield sites and city centres; competitiveness of urban areas through the 
integration and diffusion of metropolitan areas; and support for sub-regional 
and local urban centres which are losing their economic functions.

It is important to note that until recently there had been widespread polit-
ical consensus for many years on the objectives and priorities for action 
under broader regional and urban policy goals. The focus was on supporting 
factors involved in both competitiveness and socio-economic development, 
and it was underpinned by a cohesive approach, though mainly in Eastern 
Poland (where the five poorest regions are located). Some elements of this 
approach have recently been modified as a result of new factors, such as 
globalisation, outmigration from the rest of the country and the fact that the 
European Common Market has further concentrated activities in the biggest 
metropolitan areas. According to the mid-term national social development 
Strategy for Responsible Development (Strategia Odpowiedzialnego Rozwoju 
2017), adopted by the government in 2017, and the new National Regional 
Development Strategy 2030, adopted in September 2019 (Krajowa Strategia 
Rozwoju Regionalnego 2019), urban policy remains part of the overall ter-
ritorial approach. However, in addition to promoting competitiveness and 
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the multi-governance model, there is a greater emphasis on ensuring more 
balanced spatial and social development throughout the country, including 
support for areas and cities which are in the process of losing their functions, 
jobs and position. In fact, this problem has been detected in at least a quarter of 
cities (255 out of 942) elsewhere in Poland (Śleszyński 2019).

In 2017 the ministry in charge of EU cohesion and regional policy in Poland 
(currently, since late 2019, the Ministry of Funds and Regional Policy) issued 
the so-called Middle-Sized Cities Package (Pakiet Dla Miast Średnich). This 
proposes preferences, and shows how these cities, which national policy docu-
ments have identified as threatened with further deterioration, can benefit from 
the cohesion policy in terms of national and regional operational programmes 
co-financed by the EU. Cities are also offered support in developing their 
restructuring strategies and projects, undertaking public private partnership 
projects and participating in knowledge-sharing networks (City Partnership 
Initiative, Pol.: Partnerska Inicjatywa dla Miast). This is financed by EU 
funds, the Polish Development Fund (Polski Fundusz Rozwoju), and EEA 
(European Economic Area) and Norway grants.4 It is too early to assess the 
outcomes of these efforts.

As national integrated urban policy focuses very much on socio-economic 
development, it is difficult to find any policy issues which are widely discussed 
in the EU. For example, state-wide urban policy touches only to a limited extent 
on the issue of housing policy (although over the last 20 years there have been 
several attempts to change this situation), largely only mentioning housing as 
an aspect of integrated regeneration plans. Historically, housing has always 
been treated as an important sectoral problem separate from mainstream urban 
policy, and unfortunately this approach appears to have been maintained. Even 
an affordable housing development programme (Mieszkanie Plus), introduced 
by the government in 2017 to offer treasury land to developers free of charge 
to build cheap housing, did not change the situation.

Another issue which is difficult to find in official government policy 
documents is the integration of migrants from abroad. This is due to the indif-
ferent attitude of the government. On the one hand, it allows immigrants from 
Ukraine and other countries to fill gaps in the labour market, and on the other 
it is against the system of obligatory reallocation of asylum seekers and has not 
formulated any broader immigration policy.

An additional issue of importance to all cities, but one which has not yet 
been properly addressed in official state documents or activities, is spatial frag-
mentation (Kowalewski et al. 2018). The malfunctioning of the spatial plan-
ning system (and pricing of land) has been a disputed issue since as far back as 
the 1980s. However, all attempts at systematic reorganisation of the legislation 
have failed, largely for political reasons. The last attempt (2016) to reorganise 
the system by changing both the Law on Planning and Spatial Development 
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(Ustawa o Planowaniu i Zagospodarowaniu Przestrzennym) and the Law on 
Construction (Prawo Budowlane) by proposing a new integrated code was 
halted after two years’ work within government and intensive consultation 
with partners. The failure was partly the result of disagreements between the 
main stakeholders over the definition of a proper balance between ownership 
rights and public interest. The main aim of the reform was to improve the local 
spatial planning system and to make the process of investment more transpar-
ent and efficient.

4.	 CURRENT CHALLENGES FOR URBAN AREAS

The economic situation in Polish cities has been evolving rapidly since the 
political transition of 1989. Several regions (mostly industrial and rural ones) 
were particularly touched by crises related to the economic transition from 
a socialist to a capitalist economy. However, general wealth indicators have 
been growing constantly since the early 1990s, with a slight slowdown from 
2001 to 2003. The global economic crisis that began in 2007 had little influ-
ence on the economic situation of the state, specific regions or localities, and 
the trend has been opposite to the global one. Over the last few years the Polish 
economy, and especially the largest agglomerations, has suffered from the lack 
of a labour force, and the unemployment rate in metropolitan areas has been 
below 3 per cent (according to Statistics Poland data for 2017). This is a result 
of rapid economic development, but also considerable emigration which began 
in 2004 with Poland’s accession to the EU. The gap was subsequently filled 
by immigrants, mostly from Ukraine. Their number is estimated at about 2 
million, or about 6 per cent of the total population.

Nowadays, the main challenge faced by all cities is to create opportuni-
ties for new investment in terms of restructuring their economic fabric and 
attracting people to settle there, or at least not to move away. Opportunities 
for individual cities are limited in this regard. Local and regional budgets rely 
mostly on grants from the central budget and European funding. Local reve-
nues (based mostly on property tax) exist only at municipal level and provide 
on average 20–25 per cent of the total budget. However, the existing system 
in which all regional and local governments are gradually receiving a more 
significant share of Personal Income Tax (49.83 per cent in 2018, with 38.08 
per cent for municipalities) and a stable share of Corporate Income Tax (22.86 
per cent, of which 6.71 per cent goes to municipalities, 1.4 per cent to counties 
and 14.75 per cent to regions) provides incentives for all local governments to 
promote new investment and cooperate with central government, the private 
sector and other institutions. Some local government services and tasks are 
also carried out through a variety of inter-municipal partner organisations 
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(unions, companies, associations). However, they are responsible for no more 
than 4 per cent of the current total of local government spending.

Moreover, not all city governments are equally successful in creating eco-
nomic opportunities. Four groups of cities can be distinguished, along with 
their associated challenges.

1.	 The first group, the ‘winners’, consists of almost all regional capitals and 
their metropolitan areas, as well as smaller cities which are functionally 
well connected to them (Żuber 2018).

For this group of cities, significant challenges identified in various recent 
official documents include:

(a)	 Attracting more investment, in particular for the high-productivity 
trade and innovation sectors;

(b)	 Developing regional and international functions (economic, social, 
cultural and educational) to improve integration with European and 
global markets and to make the cities an attractive place to live and 
work;

(c)	 Functional integration of the largest metropolitan areas, to address the 
issue of the uncontained, and for many years chaotic, suburbanisation 
that causes transport problems and raises the cost of social services;

(d)	 Dealing with present and future challenges involving economic 
immigration from abroad, attracting and integrating migrants socially 
and culturally. The gap in the labour force is increasingly visible in 
metropolitan markets. It is perceived as a bottleneck in the process of 
attracting investment.

National regional policy considers the cities and metropolitan areas in this 
group to be growth poles which make the greatest contribution to most aspects 
of socio-economic development in the country as a whole. Although they are 
no longer as high on the political agenda, they receive continuous support from 
national and EU funds for modernising and developing new key infrastructure. 
This allows them to carry out important functions (such as those relating to 
environmental infrastructure, motorways, railway transport, metro or tramlines 
and, in the past, airports), to develop human resources and innovation and 
research facilities (universities, research and technological centres), and to 
draft complex plans for social regeneration of their inner-city areas or recon-
version of brownfield sites. Under the ITI programme, all regional capitals 
currently receive special support towards functional integration of their metro-
politan areas through cooperation between municipalities.

2.	 The second group, the ‘strugglers’, consists of a number of former 
industrial towns which, with the demise of the centrally planned economy 
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(in 1989), were either hot spots of traditional heavy and light industries 
(such as coal mining, steel production, textile and clothing companies) 
or dependent on one large state-owned company which collapsed or 
experienced major problems. Alongside the rapid economic development 
and structural change throughout the country in the last 20 years, some of 
these cities (such as Łódź) were able to transform their economic fabric 
and development path and catch up with the positive trends experienced 
by the first group. Nonetheless, several of them are still shrinking in rel-
ative terms and losing their previous strong position in the urban system 
(e.g. Radom, Częstochowa, many cities and towns in Upper Silesia like 
Bytom, Sosnowiec and others). The biggest challenges for this group 
include:
(a)	 Continuing to restructure their economic fabric by attracting new 

investments in the productive sectors. This is especially difficult for 
cities which are still economically very much dependent on publicly 
owned enterprises where investment decisions are in the hands of 
central government (coal mining, production of energy from coal, the 
defence sector). To some extent, this slows down the restructuring 
process and fails to offer a sustainable solution or long-term prospects 
for growth. This is despite a number of government plans for new 
public infrastructure (e.g. the recent 2018 Plan for Upper Silesia, 
signed by all development stakeholders) such as roads, railways, air-
ports and cultural and social buildings.

(b)	 Almost all cities in this group are in need of massive infrastructural 
investment and socio-economic regeneration, as well as integrated 
projects that would help them to attract investment in their previously 
heavily used brownfield sites and to convert degraded city centres 
into modern-day agoras. Some years ago, cities in the first group were 
also experiencing this problem, but it has largely been resolved by 
a number of regeneration projects (financed by the EU and others), 
favourable economic situations and good management practices.

Cities in this group can receive support for modernising or developing new 
infrastructure, developing human resources or supporting their business 
in competing with other municipalities for grants. However, they are not 
a special target under regional or urban policy. Some of them are supported 
by the government and, with funding from Norwegian and EEA grants, have 
contracted the Institute of Urban and Regional Development (Instytut Rozwoju 
Miast i Regionów)5 to prepare and carry out their urban regeneration plans. 
Others are included in the list of cities which are in the process of losing their 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Boosting national urban policies by European integration. The case of Poland 161

socio-economic functions, so they receive special additional funds under the 
Middle-Sized Cities Package.

3.	 The third group of cities, the ‘losers’, consists of the majority of 
middle-sized and smaller cities (from 10 000 to 100 000 inhabitants), 
which have for many centuries acted as sub-regional and local centres of 
administration and economic activity for their surrounding areas. Due to 
globalisation, the way the Common Market operates and metropolisation 
processes underway elsewhere in Europe, the majority of cities of this 
size are currently losing their economic function, their jobs outside the 
public sector and their citizens. The only exceptions are any which are 
well connected to metropolitan areas or have developed a unique niche. 
The process is visible in almost all central and western regions of Poland, 
with challenges particularly concentrated in areas like Lower Silesia, 
which have been highly urbanised for a long time. Of these 942 cities, 
the government currently considers 255 to be in need of specific national 
counteracting measures.

Despite attempts to find their development niche, to build a consensus around 
it among development partners (including national and regional actors) and to 
implement a development strategy, two significant challenges can be identi-
fied for these cities:

(a)	 The need for a balance between their shrinking capacity for 
good-quality public services and a growing demand for them. In 
recent years, EU funds have made it possible for many cities to 
improve their infrastructure. This has increased their own revenues 
and borrowing, but not reversed negative economic or demographic 
trends. In the coming years, the challenge will be to guarantee proper 
maintenance and delivery of good-quality public services where there 
is no fair equalisation mechanism or state-level subsidies.

(b)	 The development of links and cooperation between these cities and 
rural areas. This means improving connections between cities, and 
also developing the services and administrative functions essential to 
both the urban and rural population.

This group of cities is currently receiving the most political attention, and 
is one of the priority areas for action under the new regional development 
strategy (Krajowa Strategia Rozwoju Regionalnego 2019). They benefit 
from a dedicated Middle-Sized Cities Package, which means that funding is 
reserved for their projects under national operational programmes financed by 
the EU for institutional development, development of infrastructure, human 
resources and businesses. They also benefit from additional financing (refund-
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able) from national sources coordinated by the Polish Development Fund 
(Polski Fundusz Rozwoju).

4.	 The fourth, dysfunctional, group consists of middle-sized and small 
cities located mostly in Eastern Poland. Due to unfinished urbanisation 
processes in this still predominantly low-productivity agricultural region, 
and despite their city administrative status, they do not have the same 
types of function as other cities, and in fact have never had them. Ongoing 
structural changes in rural areas (decreasing numbers of people employed 
in agriculture, outmigration of young people, growing productivity and 
size of plots of land), together with massive investment in public infra-
structure, are contributing to the rapid development of regional capitals 
(such as Lublin, Białystok, Rzeszów and Kielce). Most smaller cities are 
being left behind, with fewer opportunities to grow and serve the citizens 
of surrounding areas. It is also important to note that companies in this 
area (especially from the rural hinterland) have much more limited ability 
to take advantage of the European Common Market than those from larger 
metropolitan areas and those operating in other Polish regions. This is 
largely due to their geography (their location on the peripheral eastern 
border of the EU) and history (they have been less open to economic 
development). In this context, the biggest challenge for cities in this 
area involves continuing to support a balanced urbanisation process and 
providing additional incentives for investment throughout the area. This 
can be done by improving transport connections and collaborative part-
nerships (economic, cultural and educational) with the rest of the country 
and the EU, as well as by mitigating barriers (including political ones) to 
economic cooperation with neighbouring countries outside the EU.

Although they are in a category of their own in terms of the national spatial 
development (Koncepcja 2011), cities in this group do not benefit from any 
special recognition in urban or regional policy, which places them in the cat-
egory of peripheral marginalised areas. These areas are considered to require 
broader, sub-regional territorial approaches, rather than support at the level of 
individual municipalities. Specific activities for these areas (including cities) 
are planned as part of regional development strategies and regional operational 
programmes co-financed by the EU, and they vary from region to region. 
Some medium-sized cities (ranked about 12th or 15th in terms of inhabitants 
in the case of county capitals) are included in the Middle-Sized Cities Package 
described above.
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5.	 ACTORS: WHO IS DRIVING THE CHANGES?

The idea of a specific contemporary urban policy in Poland is perceived as an 
element of European politics aimed at influencing local, regional and national 
policy making. Decisions made at central government level are sometimes 
presented to the public as being the result of broader pan-European proce-
dures. This was the case with the introduction of ITI (Integrated Territorial 
Investment). The ministry responsible for the implementation of cohesion 
policy made a vague and voluntary mechanism proposed by the European 
Commission a prerequisite for granting EU funds to 17 Polish metropolitan 
areas. Thus, despite deadlock in developing metropolitan management tools, 
metropolitan cooperation was enforced on the pretext of the EU support man-
agement system.

European institutions and relations are also important for regional and 
local authorities, thanks to a network of bilateral and multilateral cooperation 
(URBACT, EUROCITIES). However, this mostly involves the strongest 
regions and the biggest cities. The extent to which the urban agenda has been 
prioritised in the hierarchy of national government policies has varied across 
time, with no clear direction. In 1997 the national government created a sepa-
rate Office for Housing and Urban Development, responsible for spatial policy 
and formulating urban and regional development tools. However, it did not last 
more than six years, and in 2004 its competencies were transferred to (and/or 
distributed between) the Ministry for the Economy, the Ministry of Regional 
Development and the Ministry of Infrastructure. In general, even over the 
last 15 years, the institutional background of urban policies at national level 
has been modified several times as part of broader deconstructions or recon-
structions of the central institutional pattern. Currently, the central player in 
designing and implementing national urban policy is the Minister of Funds and 
Regional Policy, who is responsible both for EU funds and for coordinating 
all central government activities involving territorial development. Although 
very much emphasised in all strategic documents adopted by the government, 
and despite constant efforts in this regard, the real ability within government to 
coordinate the national sectoral policies that most significantly affect whether 
urban policy goals are achieved is still limited.

Regional authorities are responsible for preparing and carrying out obliga-
tory regional development strategies and setting goals and priorities for their 
respective regions (including cities). They are also responsible for managing 
operational programmes for regional development, which represent in total 
more than 50 per cent of the value of all ERDF and ESF transfers to Poland 
under the current financial perspective (2014–2020). The specific objectives 
and methods of implementation can differ from one region to another. Apart 
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from being responsible for managing a significant share of the EU funds, the 
role of regional authorities in implementing national urban policy is limited to 
a number of activities such as organising regional transport (which can affect 
the functional integration of agglomerations and their respective hinterland) 
and organising specialised healthcare and education systems at regional level. 
They can also play an important role in facilitating, lobbying for and promot-
ing both public and private investment in cities.

Given that the financial capacities6 of local governments are much greater 
than those of regional authorities (excluding EU funds), they are important 
players in carrying out national urban policy. In addition, they are direct ben-
eficiaries of grants for projects implemented under national or regional oper-
ational programmes co-funded by the EU. Not surprisingly, bigger cities can 
pursue a more integrated and complex approach to urban issues than smaller 
ones, due not only to their size, but also to their role in the system of settle-
ment and human resources. Smaller cities are often able to do little more than 
ensure provision of essential public services, and are usually the beneficiaries 
of a limited number of EU grants for technical or social infrastructure that 
is regarded as a priority. Thus, in terms of their participation in formulating 
national urban policy, apart from the few biggest cities, local governments 
intervene mostly through the associations that group them by type and size: 
the Union of Polish Metropolises (12 members, very active), the Association 
of Polish Cities (300 members, very active), the Union of Rural Municipalities 
(621 members, moderately active) and the Union of Small Towns (17 
members, marginally active). However, most of Poland’s 2477 municipalities 
are not involved in any kind of representative body.

In general, urban policy is not directly promoted as a priority by political 
parties. There were only a few traces of this approach, such as the idea of 
de-agglomeration (de-concentrating state-level institutions) or different (but 
mostly imprecise) proposals for solutions relating to metropolitan manage-
ment. The urban agenda features in political parties’ manifestos rather than in 
their sectoral proposal for environmental policies or tools for increasing public 
participation, for example participatory budgeting. Relatively new actors in 
national urban policy formulation include urban movements, which have 
a presence in several of the biggest cities (Warsaw, Poznań, Wrocław).

6.	 SPECIFIC POLICIES

For the purpose of this section, three thematic policy areas have been selected 
which are of special relevance to current global challenges. There are clearly 
other policy areas where central government intervenes in specific local gov-
ernment policies. These include spatial planning and transportation policy. 
However, we decided to focus on those which are common in the European 
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space: (1) local climate change policy, (2) metropolitan area management 
policy and (3) urban regeneration policy.

6.1	 Climate Change Policy

To date, in 2020, there has been no comprehensive climate change adaptation 
policy in Poland. The document entitled Strategic Plan for Adapting Sectors 
and Areas Sensitive to Climate Change by 2020 with Projections towards 
2030 (SPA2020) was initiated in 2013, but it had minimal influence on gov-
ernment action. There is no central document on climate change mitigation. 
The SPA2020 indicated the areas in which local governments are responsible 
or co-responsible for actions towards climate change adaptation. These are:

•	 flood and landslide risk management
•	 developing opportunities for alternative energy production at the local level
•	 limiting the effects of thermal stress on health
•	 increasing the number of areas with water, green areas and ventilation 

corridors in cities
•	 rainwater management
•	 revitalisation of the natural environment
•	 education.

The SPA2020 is a policy instrument which aims to improve the general capac-
ity of urban and rural areas, describing climate change through the lens of 
problems. Since no subordinated operational or implementational instruments 
were created, it is more of a tool for identifying preconditions than developing 
interventions.

The commitments undertaken towards climate change adaptation and miti-
gation in Polish urban policy are the consequence of political isomorphism and 
Europeanisation (Szmigiel-Rawska 2017; Gendźwiłł 2017). Poland’s national 
political leaders during the 2015–2020 period, members of the ‘Law and 
Justice’ political party, have been sceptical of the climate change paradigm, 
and their attitude has been mirrored by local governments ruled by party rep-
resentatives (Swianiewicz et al. 2018). The remaining local governments have 
implemented climate change policy measures mainly as a consequence of pro-
cesses of diffusing policy innovation in Europe. In line with diffusion pattern 
theory, it was mostly large, affluent cities that risked introducing a climate 
change policy (Klausen and Szmigiel-Rawska 2017).

Policy for adaptation to climate change is directly connected to three policy 
labels in Poland: thermo-modernisation, sustainable development and climate 
change adaptation itself. These labels result from the influence of the EU’s 
cohesion policy on Polish cities and on local government investment policy 
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in general. Thermo-modernisation action (adapting existing buildings for 
thermal-energy consumption) aims to decrease energy use by combining 
economic and climate issues. The plan is to reduce the volume of air pollution 
through financial incentives designed to produce energy and cost savings. 
The central and regional authorities manage the programmes which put these 
actions into practice, financed by European cohesion funds. The programmes 
at national level (two budget perspectives: 2007–2014 and 2014–2020) 
encompass urban areas, and at the regional level mainly urban and mixed 
rural–urban areas. During the 2007–2013 period, around 700 million euros 
were spent on thermo-modernisation of public and business buildings (EU 
funds support more than 62 per cent of these). The evaluation estimations 
show that the greatest EU-funded reductions in CO2 emissions in Poland 
in the years 2007–2013 can be accounted for by investment in renewable 
energy installations (61 per cent reduction in CO2 emissions) and projects 
for improving energy-efficiency (34 per cent reduction in CO2 emissions, of 
which 17 per cent involved thermo-modernisation of public buildings and 10 
per cent modernisation of heating systems). Activities included co-financing 
the modernisation of heating systems in 98 cities, building or modernising 
724 km of the heating network, modernising 35 heat plants and co-generating 
high-efficiency energy in 12 heating plants. Around 70 per cent of these 
projects were financed by the centrally managed operational programme and 
30 per cent by the regional operational programmes (Efekty inwestycji 2017).

International rather than national events have inspired the remaining two 
labels involved in urban policy aimed at adapting to climate change: sustain-
able development and climate change adaptation. These include the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and the so-called Agenda 
21 (in 1992), as well as an agreement between mayors for sustainable energy at 
the local level (in 2008) known as the Covenant of Mayors. Even if city author-
ities undertake initiatives aimed at climate change adaptation, they do not refer 
to it as such. Alternatively, they only use the label for different kinds of activity 
if they believe it can help in acquiring EU funds (Szmigiel-Rawska 2017).

In the last 20 years, Polish cities have invested considerably in water quality 
and tackling pollution caused by waste, so the most significant current threat to 
citizens is air quality. According to the European Environmental Agency and 
many other sources, Polish cities sit alongside Bulgarian cities at the top of 
the list of the EU’s most polluted cities. This is the result of widespread use of 
coal for heating private houses (though the situation varies greatly from region 
to region) and increasing air pollution caused by transport, which is especially 
acute where there are large metropolitan areas like Warsaw and Kraków. Some 
cities have already prepared their environmental and/or transport plans and 
have even started to tackle this type of problem with public funds (including 
loans and money from the Environmental Protection Fund and the EU). 
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However, investments are still too small to counter the rapid growth in motor-
isation that results from unrestricted access of cars to city centres and the fact 
that public transport solutions are not being updated. The process of changing 
sources of domestic heating has been rather slow until now, due to a reliance 
on coal throughout the Polish economy (the first regulation on environmental 
standards of coal-fired and other types of heater was only introduced in 2018) 
and a lack of incentive schemes for inhabitants. The first such solution was 
developed for Silesian cities in 2017 with the support of the EU. In 2018 the 
government launched a programme known as ‘Clean Air’ (Czyste Powietrze) 
for the whole of Poland. It allows money from a city’s budget to be combined 
with the Environmental Protection Fund (state-wide) and EU sources in the 
form of grants and loans. Particularly aimed at people on low incomes or 
threatened with social exclusion, it provides for thermo-modernisation of 
private houses, changing heating systems and/or improving environmental and 
energy-efficiency.

6.2	 Integrating Metropolitan Areas: Integrated Territorial 
Investments

The new EU urban dimension of cohesion policy (2014–2020) has led to 
a number of measures in national politics, including the need to develop princi-
ples for a national urban policy, adopted in 2015 as the National Urban Policy 
2023 (NUP2023). This policy is based on the provisions of the Leipzig Charter 
(2007) and the Toledo Declaration (2010). NUP2023 relates not only to cities 
in their administrative boundaries but also to broader urbanised functional 
areas around them. This approach involves a need to coordinate activities 
between administrative units, in particular between municipalities on the one 
hand and municipalities and cities with county rights on the other. About 5 
per cent of structural funds was allocated to urban policy in 2014–2020. It has 
contributed to administrative and organisational activities aimed at preparing 
public institutions for spending funds in Poland. One such undertaking has 
involved developing an organisational and substantive basis for implementing 
ITIs. The instrument is used in the functional urban area of regional capitals 
and sub-regional poles. The idea triggered activity aimed at building struc-
tures for cross-sectoral cooperation between metropolitan municipalities. 
Establishing ITIs is voluntary, but without this type of cooperation, municipal-
ities in metropolitan areas would not be eligible for a broad range of European 
support. Thus, taking into account the key role of EU funds in infrastructure 
development and public perception of local authorities’ effectiveness, ITIs 
became mandatory for metropolitan areas in practice.

In Poland, the ITI instrument is implemented by regional authorities and 
city governments, as well as by central government itself. Local governments 
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have a certain autonomy in terms of the territorial and institutional shape of 
the ITI. Eligible urban areas were delimited through a consultation process 
which gathered expert opinions and negotiated with regional and city gov-
ernments. The resulting delineation is no longer seen as a source of conflict, 
despite heavy clashes at the beginning of the negotiation process and the fact 
that some borders remain controversial (Wolański et al. 2018; Krukowska 
and Lackowska 2017). There are 24 ITI associations in two legal forms: (1) 
an agreement for joint implementation of an ITI, concluded between local 
government units located in the area where the ITI will be implemented (the 
weakest form of local government cooperation allowed by national law), and 
(2) an association which constitutes a separate legal entity, and is therefore 
a stronger form. The sine qua non condition is the participation of the core 
city (cities) in the urban area in the association, or as leader of the cooperation 
agreement. The condition for implementing an ITI is that the ITI association 
must establish an ITI strategy with the approval of the respective ministry and 
regional government. The ITI must cover at least two thematic areas of the EU 
cohesion policy in order to avoid a narrow, sectoral approach to cooperative 
activities. The regional government fulfils the role of management authority 
(MA – as defined in Article 125 of Regulation No. 1303/2013 of the European 
Parliament and the Council of 17 December 2013) for the regional operational 
programme, and at the same time for the ITI instrument.

The instrumental role is intended to build capacity for cooperation and man-
agement in metropolitan areas, but challenges remain with the policy. These 
include establishing the ITI association, disputes on the subject and ultimate 
solutions to these disputes (including preparing the ITI strategy before devel-
oping structures for cooperation, and differences in terms of delimiting the 
urban areas in existing regional policy and those accepted for ITIs). The most 
important issue is the one noted by Tosics:

‘Delephobia’ – this new expression (born in 2014) describes the hesitation of MAs 
to share management and implementation functions with local authorities. To del-
egate some functions (power) to the local level is an important aspect of integrated 
development; in order to genuinely involve all actors, some role or responsibility 
should be given to them. However, many MAs consider local authorities as inexpe-
rienced in cohesion policy matters and thus as having the potential to endanger the 
financial accountability of the programmes. (2016, p. 292)

Despite some concerns in the initial phase (Krukowska and Lackowska 2017), 
the ITI instrument has generally been assessed quite positively by local gov-
ernments located within the metropolises it covers.
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6.3	 National Urban Renewal Policy

Urban renewal7 featured more prominently in the Polish political and academic 
debate as recently as 15 years ago. This coincided with Poland’s accession 
to the EU and the launch of European financial support for urban renewal 
initiatives. Paradoxically, it responded to emerging bottom-up needs related 
to the economic collapse of many cities (especially mid-sized and industrial 
ones) and central districts of metropolises. It is worth mentioning that for 
several years the national level was almost absent from the debate on urban 
renewal, despite being a formal gatekeeper for the flow of EU money. Since 
2011, national-level institutions have been trying to catch up in terms of the 
process launched before the comprehensive regulatory framework and national 
standards were developed.

A relatively short but intensive experience of urban regeneration has led 
researchers to several conclusions (Swianiewicz et al. 2011; Kołsut 2017). 
First, they have observed huge inconsistencies between the official discourse 
concerning urban renewal and its day-to-day practice. There are examples of 
a number of projects which purport to have broad urban regeneration goals 
but are limited in practice to simple technical infrastructure refurbishment. 
In this way, Polish urban regeneration policies have for many years suffered 
from a lack of complexity in thematic and territorial terms. The soft, social 
part of urban renewal projects was treated as additional and less essential or, 
conversely, in the case of failure to attract external funding, a substitute for 
‘real’ (infrastructural) intervention.

Second, for many years the process of selecting areas to be covered by urban 
regeneration projects suffered from a weak evidence base and, as a result, 
was not sufficiently transparent. Most municipalities had little or no access to 
statistical data on the social and economic situation of specific parts of their 
territory. Territorial patterns used in different sectoral policies (social care, 
education, poverty, unemployment) did not (and still do not) correspond to 
one another. Thus, faced with a lack of hard data, the process of selecting 
areas for support was dominated by political stakeholders. The choice was 
often rationalised post factum using some incoherent, ad hoc statistical data 
(Swianiewicz et al. 2011). All this led to an emerging risk of gentrification, 
increased polarisation of city development and a lack of transparency in the 
process. Also, limited financial resources led to a series of fairly spectacular, 
albeit incidental, undertakings. However, as the urban regeneration policy was 
– and still is – perceived as something new and supplementary to the ordinary 
scope of a local authority’s remit, it was not seen as a controversial process.

Third, Polish experience with local urban renewal programmes revealed 
that the social and business sectors were barely involved. In most cases, 
formulation and implementation of the policy were dominated by local 
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government authorities, with only a few examples of initiatives involving 
a broad public–private partnership. Examples of the latter include shopping 
and cultural centres such as Manufaktura in Łodź and Stary Browar in Poznań, 
and the adaptation of a former factory for housing (Lofty Scheiblera in Łódź). 
Apart from this kind of incidental cross-sectoral cooperation, most of the urban 
regeneration projects only mobilise business or societal actors to a limited 
extent (Kołsut 2017).

All these problems resulted in an emerging need to elaborate national 
standards for urban regeneration projects and policies. The topic had been 
trickling into state-wide strategic documents since early 2010. It appeared8 
in the National Regional Development Strategy 2010–2020: Regions, Cities, 
Rural Areas (KSRR2020), which includes a set of data analyses indicating the 
localities most in need of urban renewal intervention. A year later, the national 
government adopted the document Concept of Spatial Development for Poland 
20309 (see section 3). Two out of six strategic goals indicated in this document 
relate more directly to the problem of territorial cohesion and urban regenera-
tion (Koncepcja 2011).

However, the most significant step forward was made in autumn 2015 
with the adoption of the Act on Revitalisation, which introduced a set of 
guidelines and tools for local authorities. Primarily, it stipulates an obligation 
to prepare a local urban renewal programme, which needs to be complex in 
terms of types of action and based on a reliable diagnosis of internal spatial 
differences. It proposes (but does not impose) establishing a Local Renewal 
Committee composed of local politicians and officials, but also representatives 
of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and businesses. It also enables 
the creation of Special Urban Revitalisation Zones, where municipalities can 
support the refurbishment of private buildings to a greater extent than they can 
outside the zone. The NUP2023 followed this document. Nevertheless, both 
documents – the Act on Revitalisation and the NUP2023 – were adopted by the 
government of the Civic Platform just a few days before parliamentary elec-
tions were won by the opposition Law and Justice Party headed by Jarosław 
Kaczyński. Thus, the future of these regulations was thrown into doubt.

On the one hand, the flow of EU funds, and the programming framework 
elaborated for them by the previous government, established a friendly envi-
ronment for developing the new urban renewal tools. A considerable number 
of local governments have applied – or are planning to apply – for this type 
of funding. Consequently, the Act on Revitalisation was supplemented by 
a set of Urban Renewal Guidelines for Operational Programmes 2014–2020, 
which were adopted by the Law and Justice government. The document 
specifies a requirement which has to be met to make a local revitalisation 
programme eligible for cohesion funds operating at the national and regional 
levels. According to the guidelines, programmes have to be developed within 
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a framework of cross-sectoral public consultation. Their thematic scope 
must be interdisciplinary, and the area covered must be selected according 
to a precise, but locally adapted, procedure. Also, the ministry responsible 
for regional policies supports urban renewal initiatives through a set of pro-
grammes. One of them, known as Model Revitalisation of Cities, is oriented 
towards popularising local revitalisation policies and developing best practice 
for implementing them in urban areas. Twenty localities of different sizes are 
involved, from Dobiegniew (3000 inhabitants) to Warsaw (almost 2 million 
inhabitants). Programmes conducted by municipalities differ in their focus, 
and might involve financial engineering, social policy, public participation, 
housing, space shaping, environmental protection, economic stimulation, 
urban mobility or heritage preservation (Krajowe Centrum 2018).

On the other hand, a closer look at the national strategic documents and ini-
tiatives indicates that the urban agenda appears to be losing its importance on 
the national priority list. The state-wide Strategy for Responsible Development 
adopted in 2017 (Strategia 2017), which is the main strategic document for-
mulated at country level, mentions ‘revitalisation’ a mere 17 times, and the 
word appears for the first time on page 177 of 418. In July 2017, the Prime 
Minister established a thematic advisory board known as the National Urban 
Renewal Committee. However, just one year later (in November 2018) the 
committee had been dissolved after only a few meetings (Zarządzenie 2018). 
The newly adopted National Regional Development Strategy 2030 seems to 
shift the focus of regeneration policy from intra-urban to inter-regional and 
cross-country (equalisation policy, special support for marginalised areas and 
medium-sized cities).

7.	 CONCLUSIONS

National urban policies have been implemented in the dynamic context of 
regional and county reforms, changes in competences at state level (i.e. 
division of tasks between ministries), pressure for Europeanisation, and the 
processes and results of socio-economic and political transformation in the 
1990s. Since the accession of Poland to the EU, national urban policy has been 
developing under the heavy influence of the European integration process, and 
in particular under the influence of EU cohesion policy. During this period, 
the territorial focus of the latter moved from the regional level and regional 
authorities towards recognising the strong socio-economic role of big cities 
and the importance of local authorities, including mayors as agents of growth 
and job creation.

National urban policy emerged as – and is still considered to be – part of the 
overall integrated territorial approach to socio-economic development govern-
ing present thinking about national regional policy goals and instruments. This 
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approach sees urban policy as a complex, multi-level governance policy for 
tackling specific issues and realising the potential of urbanised areas (not just 
areas within the administrative borders of cities). Urban authorities have taken 
on board a growing role in carrying out projects and programmes co-financed 
by the EU (as both beneficiary and decision-maker in shaping the programme 
and selecting projects), although they have not acquired a role in managing 
funds comparable to that at regional level.

Existing national intervention tools in the area of urban policy (such as 
clean air policy, ITIs or urban renewal plans) were inspired by, and have been 
dependent on, financing from the EU. The extent to which they fulfil urban 
policy goals must be assessed within the context of EU cohesion policy goals, 
as opposed to tools for purely national initiatives, like the programme for 
building cheap houses on state treasury land that started only recently. For this 
reason, it is difficult to assess their effectiveness.

The urban dimension can also be found in the majority of national public 
policies, and three cases have been presented: climate change policy, the 
integration of metropolitan areas and national urban renewal policy. Cities 
are important beneficiaries of nationwide schemes and programmes, as well 
as being actors responsible for preparing their own strategies and organising 
the process of cooperation between local stakeholders. However, tensions 
between major political forces and fluctuations in the institutional contexts 
often result in the discontinuation of medium- and long-term policy agendas, 
including urban policies.

At present, the main territorially sensitive national policy issue concern-
ing cities is closely connected with political arrangements in the country. It 
involves the tension between metropolitan areas, which have been at the heart 
of regional policy for some years and offer the best opportunities for high 
living standards and finding good jobs, and small and medium cities which are 
losing their functions and are threatened with further socio-economic decline 
and outmigration (around one-third of all cities).

In terms of governance, a struggle can also be observed between the regional 
and metropolitan levels over their socio-economic role (including their role 
in managing EU funds) and political significance. Regional authorities fear 
losing political significance as the value of the cohesion policy diminishes 
in Poland over the next multi-annual perspective of 2021–2027. At the same 
time, this fear is perceived by the metropolises as an opportunity to become 
more visible and more important socio-economic and political players.

NOTES

1.	 This project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research 
and innovation programme under grant agreement No 727058.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Boosting national urban policies by European integration. The case of Poland 173

2.	 TERYT-TERC database http://​eteryt​.stat​.gov​.pl/​eteryt/​raporty/​WebRaportZestawienie​
.aspx, accessed 04.05.2020.

3.	 Poland signed the Leipzig Charter on Sustainable European Cities in 2007.
4.	 EEA and Norway grants are funding for 15 beneficiary countries of the EU 

(mainly Central and Eastern European countries). They are paid by Norway, 
Liechtenstein and Iceland as part of the agreement granting the three states access 
to the European Single Market. The goal is to reduce social and economic dispar-
ities. https://​eeagrants​.org.

5.	 The Instytut Rozwoju Miast i Regionów is a state-financed advisory body for 
cities and regional governments, http://​irmir​.pl/​en/​.

6.	 The financial data illustrate well the role of local, county and regional government 
in the national institutional structure and in public service provision. Local gov-
ernment spending is about 13 per cent of GDP. It is the highest share in Central 
Eastern Europe, and similar to that of France. The aggregated data on total local, 
county and regional spending show the dominant role of the municipal level: 
regions spend less than 10 per cent, counties 12.5 per cent and municipalities 
slightly under 80 per cent (35 per cent of these are cities with county status, and 
43 per cent represent all other municipalities). The scope of local, county and 
regional competencies is comprehensive, ranging from transportation infrastruc-
ture and services, education and healthcare, to culture and preservation of heritage. 
A number of public tasks are almost entirely carried out by the local government 
sector, for example more than 94 per cent of spending on primary and secondary 
education, more than 99 per cent on social care and about 80 per cent on transpor-
tation (Misiąg 2015).

7.	 Several English terms are used in the academic literature for this type of policy: 
urban renewal, urban regeneration, revitalisation. However, despite differences in 
their meaning, they are all translated into Polish in the same way as rewitalizacja 
(Kołsut 2017). This chapter uses all three English terms interchangeably.

8.	 The word ‘revitalisation’ appears in this document 31 times.
9.	 The word ‘revitalisation’ appears here 28 times.
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9.	 Thirty years of urban policy in 
Portugal: challenges and multilevel 
governance
Filipe Teles, Patrícia Romeiro and Sara 
Moreno Pires

1.	 INTRODUCTION

The Portuguese urban context has changed significantly over the past 45 
years, facing several transformations that have affected national urban poli-
cies. Even following a certain Europeanization of urban policies, most of the 
urban scenario remains today without a sufficient scale and structure to ensure 
what we can call a strong national policy corpus to tackle urban sustainability 
challenges. The socioeconomic vitality of coastal cities still contrasts with the 
lethargy of smaller cities with lower demographic density in the country’s 
interior (Fernandes and Seixas 2018). The Portuguese local government 
system constitutes one of only two tiers of government. Besides national gov-
ernment, the Portuguese Constitution only recognizes local autonomous gov-
ernment as being part of its unitary and decentralized state. At the local level, 
municipalities and civil parishes – both with elected bodies and political and 
administrative autonomy – have the same constitutional competencies, with 
no variance arising to reflect the different levels of urbanization in different 
territories. In fact, most municipalities consist of both urban and rural areas, 
with the exception of highly urbanized and densely populated parts in the core 
of the two metropolitan areas of Lisbon and Porto. These two characteristics – 
namely the ‘rurban’ territory of a significant number of them and the fact that 
all municipalities have similar responsibilities, structures and competencies – 
are rather important for understanding the features of urban policy in Portugal. 
The archipelagos of the Azores and Madeira are an exception to this govern-
ance landscape, since both have regional autonomy and regional governments 
as a result of their special geography. All the continental territory of Portugal, 
therefore, is covered by only two tiers of local self-government, central and 
local, with the local government tier itself consisting of two levels: the munic-
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ipalities and their sub-municipal units, that is, the civil parishes (with very few 
competencies and recently reformed) (Tavares and Teles 2018). Against this 
institutional background, this chapter intends to look at the major old and new 
urban challenges that have provided the substance for specific national policies 
towards urban spaces in what is a centralized country.

After this introduction, the second section identifies and discusses these 
challenges during the 45 years since 1975. The subsequent section details 
specific policies designed mostly under the influence of the European Union 
(EU). Section four provides a critical overview of the challenges to multilevel 
governance of urban policies in the country. The last section presents some 
concluding remarks.

2.	 MAJOR OLD AND NEW URBAN CHALLENGES

Between 1960 and 2017, Portugal faced numerous demographic changes:

1.	 Relatively small population growth: from 1960 to 2017 the population 
grew 15.6 per cent, from 8 889 392 to 10 276 617 residents (INE 2019).

2.	 Mass population migration towards the coast: it promoted an asymmetric 
territorial distribution of the population and unbalanced demographic 
dynamics. This massive rural migration to cities, that now accommodate 
62 per cent of the population (2011), led to an intensive urban sprawl and 
the depopulation of many territories in the interior of the country.

3.	 Periods of strong emigration flows: for instance, the early 1970s saw the 
highest absolute values of net emigration in the history of Portugal, only 
comparable to the most recent period of 2011 to 2014.

4.	 A high and continuous increase in life expectancy at birth, average life 
expectancy and percentage of population with higher education.

The most relevant trends (see Table 9.1) are somewhat consistent with 
European demographic and social trends, although in some cases these are 
expressed more strongly in Portugal. The inversion of the age pyramid in the 
last decade is a good example of that, with the country having the third oldest 
population among the 28 EU countries in 2018 (PORDATA 2018), but other 
examples include the alleviation of poverty, the general improvement in access 
to education and health services, health and social protection for all, and the 
increase in the purchasing power of the population (Fernandes and Seixas 
2018).

In 1976, the first democratic Constitution expanded the civic, social, cul-
tural and political rights of citizens and pointed to the creation of the National 
Health Service (in 1979). The 1980s was a period of strong political stability 
with major macroeconomic efforts being made by the state to fulfil the con-
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ditions for entering the European Economic Community (EEC). Over the two 
following decades, Portugal witnessed an enormous urban expansion and with 
it fragmentation and infrastructure growth. Urban growth associated with 
suburbanization processes contributed to side effects, such as the emptying 
and devitalizing of urban central areas, the growth of urban informal housing 
markets and informal settlements, the exacerbation of pressures on rural areas 
and land uses, and the increasing of urban poverty and social exclusion (Sá 
Marques 2006; Cavaco et al. 2016).

Citing a 1993 study, Portas, Domingues and Guimarães refer to Portugal 
as the ‘Archipelago-country’ to emphasize its territorial fragmentation, with 
‘metropolitan areas; large “islands”, where the territory is characterized by 
diffuse urbanization and industrialization, and small “islands”, the small and 
medium-sized cities located in “submerged” territories, i.e., where there are 
circumstances of considerable depopulation and urban, economic and institu-
tional decline’ (2004, p. 296).

It is within this national framework that major old and new urban challenges 
are discussed here, considering five main topics covered by the New Urban 
Agenda assessment made by the United Nations HABITAT III Conference 
(Cavaco et al. 2016): urban demography; housing, basic services and urban 
planning; environment and urbanization; urban governance and legislation; 
and urban economy.

2.1	 Urban Demography: The Challenges of Litoralization and 
Metropolization

Since 2000, the trend towards urban concentration of population has favoured 
the biggest urban agglomerations and the network of medium-sized cities 
to the detriment of smaller urban areas, and propelled migrations to coastal 
areas to the detriment of the interior of the country (Cavaco et al. 2014, 2016; 
MAOTE 2015). Nowadays, Portuguese cities are mostly medium sized, but 
with disparities in their geographic distribution and population size. Critical 
urban demographic challenges are now ageing, low birth rates, high emigra-
tion (particularly young people) and a recent increase of immigration (Cavaco 
et al. 2016). Solving the imbalances in the organization of densely populated 
regions and cities is also a main challenge for national urban policies (MAOTE 
2015).

2.2	 Housing, Basic Services and Urban Planning: The Challenges of 
Urban Sprawl

Following similar European trends, Portuguese urban areas have grown, 
particularly by means of suburbanization and urban sprawl. This has been 
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associated with the increase of housing demand and the offering of large-scale 
infrastructure and commercial areas in the outskirts of urban centres. The built 
area per inhabitant rapidly became one of the highest in the EU, with a sig-
nificant role for private and social housing (Fernandes and Seixas 2018). The 
urban housing context of today is characterized by the small size of the real 
estate rental market, the dominance of home ownership supported by credit 
loans, and the proliferation of construction and real estate marketing compa-
nies (Fernandes and Seixas 2018). In moving from a housing shortage at the 
beginning of the 1990s to today’s housing surplus within a weak rental market 
and where housing costs are high, there have been consequences, not only in 
terms of ‘urban sprawl, but also on the over-indebtedness of the country, the 
state, the enterprises and the families’ (Cavaco et al. 2016). Urban rehabilita-
tion and the improvement of peri-urban interfaces became strategic objectives 
and national goals (MAOTE 2015).

Furthermore, the spillover effects, which have led to the loss of both cultural 
heritage and natural assets as well as to the shrinkage and devitalization of 
urban cores (Cavaco et al. 2016), are a consequence of a ‘triumph of the con-
sumer society’ and the abandonment of agriculture and rural areas (Fernandes 
and Seixas 2018).

The legal framework of spatial planning has evolved significantly since 
1999, but a critical problem persists even today regarding the lack of regular 
monitoring on a national scale and of evaluation frameworks on the execu-
tion of both territorial management tools and public policies with territorial 
impacts.

2.3	 Environment and Urbanization: Challenging Sustainable 
Mobility and Climate Change Mitigation

Along with the need to contain and consolidate urban perimeters, given that 
Portugal has one of the highest levels of built-up area per inhabitant in Europe, 
other actions were necessary, and therefore projects were undertaken to 
upgrade the sewerage networks in all the cities; to improve the water supply, 
both in terms of quantity and quality; and to significantly enhance digital infra-
structures and education, health, sports and culture facilities (Fernandes and 
Seixas 2018). Changes in urban mobility patterns were also critical since the 
levels of motorization and the share of private cars increased severely, driven 
by the heavy investment in road infrastructure and the development model of 
the transportation system in Portugal (Sá Marques 2006; Cavaco et al. 2016). 
A coherent and sustainable transport policy has not been treated as a priority 
by the state (Cavaco et al. 2016).

Regarding climate change mitigation and adaptation, advances were made 
in the last decade, with urban policies being influenced by the National 
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Programme for Climate Change (approved in 2004 and reviewed in 2006) 
and the National Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation (approved in 2010). 
Being an area that is relatively new to public administration, some difficulties 
are still being experienced concerning the lack of qualified human resources, 
financial support to adopt infrastructural measures, and the organization of ser-
vices and tools integrated in strategies of a national, regional and local scope 
(Cavaco et al. 2016).

2.4	 Urban Governance and Legislation: Giving Progress 
a Sustaining Positive Impact

The transfer of powers from the national government to local authorities and 
the reinforcement of local governments’ autonomy, especially after 2005, 
brought many challenges and the need for urban governance. It required new 
planning and managing competences, greater technical, human and financial 
resources or capacities, and more effective interactions between local and 
central government (Cavaco 2018).

Nevertheless, this process of decentralization of competences towards the 
municipalities has not always been followed up by mechanisms to effectively 
ensure their accountability and transparency, as will be discussed in section 4.

But the last two decades has witnessed an important period of progress 
towards a better legislation framework for spatial planning, sustainable devel-
opment and urban development. Crucial revisions of legal and administrative 
frameworks have contributed to the harmonization at the national level of 
spatial planning procedures, the reorganization of the territorial management 
system and the promotion of urban rehabilitation under the principle of sus-
tainable development (Sá Marques 2006; Cavaco et al. 2016). Nevertheless, 
the lack of stability and incoherence of legal frameworks, with a large number 
of revisions and amendments being made, still presents challenges for stronger 
integration and higher efficiency of spatial planning procedures (Cavaco et al. 
2016; Cavaco 2018).

2.5	 Urban Economy: From Poverty Reduction to New Economic 
Challenges

Income poverty and social exclusion in urban areas have been rising, along 
with the deterioration of housing conditions in core city centres, with impacts 
on the quality of life of the most vulnerable groups, namely the elderly, young 
people, women and emigrants (Cavaco et al. 2016). Problems of social and 
economic deprivation and vulnerability have assumed worrying proportions, 
particularly after 2010, at an individual, familiar and community level, 
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especially in a context of lower incomes and higher unemployment rates that 
contribute to increase their incidence and intensity (Cavaco et al. 2016).

Tourism has been one of the key assets of the urban economy. In 2019, 
Portugal was ranked 12th in travel and tourism among 140 countries (Weforum 
2019), with the number of yearly international tourists being higher than the 
Portuguese population. However, this tourism boom has brought critical 
challenges for the supply of local accommodation, challenges that have tended 
to multiply in city centres (Fernandes et al. 2019), resulting in gentrification, 
higher housing and living costs in some cities, and other problems such as 
noise or waste management. The role of culture, the creative industries and 
youth entrepreneurship has also had positive consequences in changing the 
local economic landscape (for example initiatives associated with graffiti, 
street art, urban art). Nevertheless, in terms of local finance, the majority of 
the municipalities are still in a delicate situation, after a period of excessive 
indebtedness followed by the economic crisis of 2008.

New economic challenges are now in place, and local governments are pur-
suing contemporary agendas. Programmes were created in order to foster inno-
vation processes, knowledge-based economies and competitiveness strategies 
for urban systems, namely through Territorial Development Programmes.

3.	 REVISITING 30 YEARS OF PUBLIC RESPONSES 
TO URBAN CHALLENGES

Portugal’s entry into the European Community is unanimously considered 
a milestone in the development of public policies focused on cities. However, 
before 1986 the Portuguese government had already undertaken initiatives 
aimed at solving urban problems, focused on the creation of regulations (for 
example 1977, Competências das Autarquias Locais |DL 79/77; 1979, Lei das 
Finanças Locais | Lei 1/79). Moreover, some innovative programmes were 
developed, such as the Serviço Ambulatório de Apoio Local (SAAL – Local 
Ambulatory Support Service), which established itself as a key tool in devel-
oping critical thinking and action related to housing problems in a context of 
political participation after the Carnation Revolution (Agarez 2018). Also in 
this context, Portugal established the first national programme aimed at sup-
porting urban intervention – Programa de Reabilitação Urbana (PRU – Urban 
Rehabilitation Programme). This led to more coordinated practices between 
the central administration and the municipalities, and more local partnerships 
and private actions closer to the population (Pestana, Pinto-Leite and Marques 
2009). The various initiatives, however, were not able to solve the housing 
problem in Portugal, nor overcome the disadvantages resulting from the 
unplanned urban expansion and the imbalances of the national urban system.
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3.1	 1990s: Developing Policies for Urban Sustainability and Quality 
of Life

If previous public concerns were mainly focused on housing problems and 
city centres, in the mid-1990s public instruments started to target territories 
other than the inner city and to address problems related to urban sprawl and 
imbalances in the national urban system. Programmes such as Programa 
Especial de Realojamento (PER – Special Rehousing Programme), Programa 
de Consolidação do Sistema Urbano Nacional e de Apoio à Execução dos 
PDMs (PROSIURB – Programme for the Consolidation of the National 
Urban System and Support for the Execution of Municipal Master Plans) and 
URBAN I were established in this period.

PROSIURB is particularly representative of this shift towards a logic not 
exclusively based on intra-urban intervention. The programme introduced 
a broader territorial perspective into the national urban policy discourse along 
with three innovative elements at that time: (i) the study, representation and 
analysis of prospective national urban system; (ii) the recognition of the impor-
tance of complementarity networks between cities and particularly between 
inland cities (aiming at strengthening critical mass); and (iii) the affirmation of 
the role of the ‘city’ in structuring its surrounding functional territory (Costa 
1999).

At the international and European levels, the Rio Conference in 1992 
along with the publication of the Green Paper on the Urban Environment 
(CCE 1990) and its translation into the concerns expressed in the European 
Commission’s fifth Environment Programme (CCE 1993), were important for 
raising awareness on the quality of the urban environment and planning, as 
well as on sustainability. Additionally, two factors created the conditions for 
stimulating a critical awareness in Portuguese society of the quality of urban 
space: significant economic growth, which led to the improvement of living 
conditions, and the rehabilitation of the eastern part of the city of Lisbon in the 
context of the Lisbon World Exhibition – Expo 98.

The Plano Nacional de Desenvolvimento Económico e Social (PNDES 
– National Economic and Social Development Plan), implemented in 1998, 
reinforced the need to prioritize actions focused on the urban environment, 
directed, among others, towards improving the environmental and social 
quality of urban spaces. This plan introduced the need to intervene in the city 
in ways that go beyond simple urban management, by integrating environ-
mental, sustainability and planning issues, and also suggesting the need for 
a strategic effort to redefine the role of each city within the new organization 
of the territory (Correia et al. 2000).

It was also during this decade that, under the URBAN I Community 
Initiative, Portugal developed programmes to support the revitalization and 
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requalification of urban metropolitan areas with strong signs of economic, 
social, and environmental and physical degradation. This initiative placed 
great emphasis on the ‘governance’ dimension in programme preparation, with 
national and municipal authorities working closer together and reinforcing the 
role of local partnerships. However, implementation was marked by a lack 
of coordination resulting from insufficient strategic planning, notably in the 
formulation of metropolitan policies and the coordination of sectoral actions 
undertaken by the central state (Portas et al. 2004).

3.2	 2000–2006: Implementing an Exemplary Programme of Urban 
Regeneration and Environmental Valorization

The previous public policy instruments were not able to solve the major prob-
lems associated with urban sprawl. Linked problems, especially those related 
to the urban environment (for example traffic congestion; lack of quality of 
public spaces and green and leisure areas; degradation of the historical centres), 
together with the increased awareness of urban environmental sustainability 
issues, in line with international and European trends and guidelines, led the 
Portuguese government to recognize the need for an integrated city policy.

The most relevant national development plans during the period 2000–2006 
focused on the regeneration of urban areas and their environmental quality as 
goals of strategic importance in improving cities’ competitiveness, bolstering 
their role within the national urban system and enhancing the quality of life of 
their inhabitants. This is the case for the third National Regional Development 
Plan (III Plano de Desenvolvimento Regional) and the National Economic 
and Social Development Plan – Prospective View (Plano Nacional de 
Desenvolvimento Económico e Social – Visão Prospectiva) (MEPAT 1999).

Inspired by the experiences and best practices associated with the reno-
vation of Lisbon in the context of Expo 98, the national government imple-
mented the Programa de Requalificação Urbana e Valorização Ambiental das 
Cidades (POLIS – Urban Requalification and Environmental Enhancement of 
Cities Programme) (MAOT 2000). The purpose of this programme was not to 
resolve all urban and environmental problems in Portuguese cities (Partidário 
and Correia 2004), but to specifically focus on promoting urban requalification 
and environmental improvement (MAOT 2000).

This programme represented a significant change in urban intervention 
in Portugal, not only because of its innovative nature but also because of its 
results. It was anchored on some core principles: evidence-based policies; 
mobilization around the improvement of the urban environment; intervention 
in existing urban complexes to improve city liveability, and addressing citi-
zens expectations; acknowledgement of and respect for social agents (Silva 
and Correia 2005). Moreover, POLIS adopted a ‘complex and diversified’ 
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financial and governance structure (Partidário and Correia 2004, p. 416) based 
on multilevel governance between the central and local governments – but 
also considering the participation of other institutions and companies – and 
on shared costs (MAOT 2000; Partidário and Correia 2004). Some significant 
results have been highlighted in the literature, related to the Detailed Plans or 
Urbanization Plans that were produced, the traffic-restricted areas created, the 
distance covered by new cycling lanes, and the amount of green space made 
available (Queirós and Vale 2005).

POLIS was the embryo of national urban policy in Portugal (Pestana, 
Pinto-Leite and Marques 2009), which was later consolidated into the POLIS 
XXI Programme. European programmes such as URBAN II also had an 
important influence on the development of urban policies in Portugal during 
and after this period (Campos and Ferrão 2015).

3.3	 2007–2013: Adopting for the First Time an Explicit Urban 
Agenda

The legal framework of spatial planning evolved, and from 1999 onwards 
the Municipal Master Plans (PMOT) have been framed by supra-municipal 
plans of a programmatic and strategic nature, namely the National Spatial 
Development Policy Programme (first approved in 2007 and revised and 
published in 2018), Regional Spatial Development Plans (PROT) and the 
Regulatory Regime of Territorial Management Tools (RJIGT) (Cavaco et al. 
2016).

For the first time, Portugal adopted an explicit urban agenda, coined Cities 
Policy – POLIS XXI (Política de Cidades POLIS XXI). While recognizing the 
influence of several political initiatives and tools previously implemented (for 
example POLIS, PROSIURB, URBAN), this approach represented a shift in 
the way urban policies were conceived in Portugal. POLIS XXI assumed the 
commitment of ‘relaunching a strong and coherent “Cities Policy”, coupled 
with innovative financing measures and appropriate models of territorial man-
agement and governance’ (MAOTDR 2008, p. 1). Identifying weaknesses in 
the national urban system, and new and more complex urban challenges, the 
proposed policy framework was based on the interface between innovation and 
competitiveness, citizenship and social cohesion, quality of environment and 
quality of life, and planning and governance (MAOTDR 2008).

Innovation in POLIS XXI was mainly linked with three aspects: it expanded 
the intervention territories, being the city conceived in its intra-urban, 
inter-urban and city-region perspectives; it expanded the dimensions of inter-
vention, to the benefit of a more integrative view of territorial development 
(for example physical, economic and social dimensions); and it introduced 
more participatory forms of governance and more flexible collaboration mech-
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anisms. This policy established a governance model based on the promotion 
of inter-municipal and local partnerships for the development of bottom-up 
strategies, supported by different levels of government, public and private 
partners, and local communities (MAOTDR 2008; Ribeiro 2012).

Policy implementation was supported by four programmes, translated 
into financing instruments: Parcerias para a Regeneração Urbana (PRU – 
Partnerships for Urban Regeneration), Redes Urbanas para a Competitividade 
e a Inovação (RUCI – Urban Networks for Competitiveness and Innovation), 
Ações Inovadoras para o Desenvolvimento Urbano (AIDU – Innovative 
Actions for Urban Development) and Equipamentos Estruturantes do Sistema 
Urbano Nacional (Structuring Equipment of the National Urban System) 
(MAOTDR 2008).

Despite the robustness and scope of the policy framework introduced by 
POLIS XXI, which created high expectations in terms of its results (Barata 
Salgueiro, André and Brito-Henriques 2015), the outcomes failed to match 
these (Rosa 2018; Cavaco, Florentino and Pagliuso 2020). Several reasons 
for this, related to the operationalization of the policy and to adverse external 
factors, were pointed out by different authors. The difficulties in implementing 
the instruments (for example PRU) demonstrated the problems faced by local 
actors in interpreting POLIS XXI; the low institutional density of the partner-
ships, evidencing the weak involvement of local agents; and that the operative 
translation of the innovative nature of inter-municipal cooperation models (for 
example RUCI, AIDU) did not exactly correspond to its conceptual construc-
tion (Barata Salgueiro, André and Brito-Henriques 2015; Cavaco, Florentino 
and Pagliuso 2020; Rosa 2018).

In the context of POLIS XXI, and specifically under the Urban Regeneration 
Partnerships, and the Iniciativa Bairros Críticos (Critical Neighbourhoods 
Initiative), Portugal continued to approach deprived neighbourhoods and 
social-urban inclusion through the strengthening and support of the associated 
social fabric and the reversal of poverty and social exclusion cycles. Despite 
the relevance of those initiatives, their localized nature and lack of transversal-
ity undermined their potential wider urban impacts (Cavaco et al. 2016).

3.4	 2014–2020: Is It Sustainable? The ‘Sustainable Cities 2020’ 
Strategy

In Portugal, as in the EU context, the experience and knowledge generated 
during the previous EU programming cycle played a significant role in the 
urban policy strategy that was designed for 2014–2020. The strategic dimen-
sion assigned to cities and to sustainable development in trying to reach a more 
balanced national development are core policy priorities for this period.
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The strategy Sustainable Cities 2020 (DGT 2015) was the national response 
to explicitly promote sustainable urban development in Portugal, in line 
with supranational strategies. This strategy proposed guiding principles and 
a roadmap for city development, considering its different territorial dimen-
sions – inter-urban, intra-urban and city-region (MAOTE 2015). Mostly 
addressed to public authorities intervening at the city level or at the national 
urban system level, it also considers the involvement of other local stakehold-
ers as key in achieving sustainable development in a broad sense (MAOTE 
2015). Additionally, multilevel coordination and the integration of different 
policy sectors are crucial elements of this strategy.

No operational funding tools were, however, directly linked to Sustainable 
Cities 2020. Financing and implementation of this strategy were framed 
by Portugal 2020, the EU Partnership Agreement for the 2014–2020 pro-
gramming period, under the chapter ‘integrated approach for territorial 
development in the application of the European Structural and Investment 
Funds’ (Governo de Portugal 2014). In this context, different policy tools 
were developed in order to meet the EU-led policy initiatives, framed under 
different Thematic Operational Programmes (for example Competitiveness 
and Internationalization, Sustainability and Efficiency) and the five Regional 
Operational Programmes (NUTS II). These tools included Integrated Territorial 
Development (ITI) programmes, Community-Led Local Development 
(CLLD) initiatives and Integrated Actions for Sustainable Urban Development 
(IASUD) (MAOTE 2015; Rosa 2018). Responding to the requirement to create 
strategies and plans to benefit from public support, 23 Integrated Strategies for 
Territorial Development (EIDT, in the case of ITIs) and 105 Strategic Urban 
Development Plans (PEDU, in the case of IASUD) were created. The support 
of the Sustainable Cities 2020 strategy in Portugal was mainly concentrated in 
the two metropolitan areas (Lisbon and Porto), as well as in the ‘higher-level 
cities’ (10000–150 000 inhabitants).

Although Portugal has adopted this explicit national strategy for sustaina-
ble urban development, some authors question its real national urban policy 
nature. Some mention its lack of effectiveness (Cavaco, Florentino and 
Pagliuso 2020); others the existence of a fragmented urban agenda, which 
only responds to specific aspects of supranational agendas and to European 
programmes and public funding (Ferrão 2018). Several aspects associated 
with the operationalization of the strategy have been identified as factors that 
weaken it. Among these is the fact that national strategy was elaborated by 
the Ministry of Environment and Spatial Development but the allocation of 
ESIF for ISUD approaches was designed by a different Ministry (Ministry of 
Regional Development), with little coordination between them. Moreover, the 
complexity and fragmentation of funding mechanisms (each often requiring 
a different set of strategy documents and action plans) make it problematic 
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to scrutinize and to implement in a coherent way (Cavaco, Florentino and 
Pagliuso 2020; Rosa 2018).

Furthermore, specific characteristics of the Portuguese political structure do 
not favour the greater autonomy and proactivity of cities needed to deal with 
current challenges, which will be discussed in the next section.

4.	 ACTORS AND MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE IN 
URBAN POLICIES

In such a centralized country as Portugal (Teles 2012, 2014), which lacks 
a directly elected body at an intermediate level between the central government 
and the municipality, urban policies have been understood as a sub-product of 
national incentives, general policies and mandatory regulations. Even though 
the autonomy of local authorities allows for some degree of policy discretion 
(Ladner et al. 2019), their action requires a negotiated consensus over time 
between governance actors. The efficient delivery of urban policies is, there-
fore, a consequence of multilevel governance capacity, where the ability of 
political actors to gather the relevant tools and to negotiate policies between 
tiers of government is necessary for taking collective action. Evidently, the 
robustness of these processes of alliance building hinges on their perceived 
legitimacy, and the consistency of such arrangements is highly dependent 
on their stability and on the commitment between actors. The existence of 
a national association of municipalities, which could play an important role in 
the articulation of the interests of cities, does not mean that there is a recog-
nized mechanism to overcome and address these problems. In fact, the associ-
ation is not a powerful player, nor one focused specifically on urban policies, 
given the multiple broader interests of municipalities.

Ultimately, the abovementioned challenges and policies related to how 
urban areas should be governed are inherently linked to ongoing processes 
of multilevel governance, with questions that remain unanswered related to 
efficiency and stability. Both their fragility over time and the clear change 
in pattern of societal and economic challenges to address, as well as of insti-
tutional and financial incentives put in place, creates significant imbalances 
within the multilevel arrangements. As a consequence of this setting, the 
first challenge of urban policies in Portugal is precisely the fact that they are 
unlikely to persist over time and, in most cases, they may result in a deteriora-
tion of the overall governance capacity between policy cycles.

The second challenge results from the change in actors involved in mul-
tilevel governance, particularly given the two concomitant processes that 
accompanied urban policies during the last decades in Portugal: consolidation 
of democracy and decentralization. Both have led to an evolution in formal 
government structures at the national, regional and local level, together with 
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a change in competencies and autonomy. Urban policies require an adequate 
response which demands the design of effective territorial arrangements, with 
clear and stable policy instruments and scope of action. However, the period 
under consideration in this chapter is precisely the one when these struc-
tures of multilevel governance were under significant and evolutive change. 
Consequently, and in other words, the aim to maximize urban policy efficiency 
did not meet with an adequate answer from these local actors, since local 
governments were under pressure to cope with other demands for governance 
capacity and were receiving incentives to strengthen their competencies and 
autonomy.

The challenges of urban governance also emphasize scale and capacity 
problems with local authorities. In fact, all the differences and imbalances 
between different urban authorities in Portugal, with clear asymmetries in 
government structures, governance arrangements and institutional capacity, 
amplify these problems. In urban policy, local authorities are more than 
just service providers and require an adequate design of effective territorial 
arrangements, which entails obvious pressures over multilevel policy articu-
lation and power relations. Power over policy-making requires a wide range 
of mechanisms. The multilevel context underlines the need to implement an 
adequate approach to service restructuring, modernization agendas and public 
administration reforms. There is no evidence that would confirm that all these 
reforms took into consideration the need to address the urban policy agenda 
in Portugal.

Instability, weak governance capacity, unbalanced structures and 
non-concurring policies are the main features of the broader picture just 
presented. It clearly underlines obstacles with multilevel governance in 
urban policies in Portugal and may explain most of the drawbacks and policy 
uncertainty examples presented in this chapter. This has resulted in unresolved 
situations related to the differentiation and integration of policy actors in the 
implementation of urban policies.

The needed articulation between tiers of government in a mutual shaping 
process of policies has practical implications for the actors engaged and for the 
governance arrangement design. It seems obvious that an argument in favour 
of a multilevel approach to urban policies, which in fact is present in the frame-
work of all the mentioned policies in the previous sections of this chapter, is 
deeply connected with a stable, capable and efficiency-focused multilevel 
arrangement. However, these are precisely the challenges that Portugal has 
faced during the last decades, where sub-national authorities are immersed in 
unpredictable, diverse and governance-volatile contexts.

Urban policy efficiency presupposes a rather well institutionalized and 
stable multilevel landscape, allowing for the establishment of policy coalitions 
and their maintenance. In fact, urban policy-making and delivery is not always 
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solely dependent on local actors. Their embeddedness within a broader gov-
ernance context (regional authorities, national urban policies, EU programmes 
and incentives) brings dynamism into the policy process and requires all actors 
to avoid the scale trap, which would lead each of them to a biased approach to 
their role in urban policies.

5.	 CONCLUDING REMARKS

From the building of democracy, since the Carnation Revolution in 1974, 
until the accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986, 
Portugal experienced political instability and major social changes. The period 
after 1986 was noticeably influenced by EU policies, institutional structures 
and funds, and represents a time of greater structural change in the country 
(1986–2000), the changes then being consolidated in the following phase 
running from 2000 until the economic crisis of 2008. Joining the European 
Community allowed Portugal access to funds, methodologies and guidelines, 
which had a positive influence on the expansion of public investment, on the 
consolidation of the legal framework of the planning system, and on territorial 
and urban infrastructure.

The most recent decade is characterized by the establishment of new strate-
gies and policies addressing major urban challenges, namely related to urban 
demography; housing, basic services and urban planning; environment and 
urbanization; urban governance and legislation; and urban economy.

Although the current national urban policy framework is the result of a path 
characterized by advances and setbacks, with some key elements of a national 
urban policy remaining to be developed and consolidated, progress has been 
made in programmes, tools, capacity building and mutual learning.

Public concerns about urban territories have evolved from a perspective 
focused on the creation of plans and regulations, as well as physical inter-
ventions centred on intra-urban spaces, to one where strategic formulation 
and management aspects play a key role. Nowadays, urban policies are more 
flexible, integrated and strategic, and advocate cooperation between different 
types of actors, including citizens, and creativity in finding solutions to major 
urban challenges. The concepts used in d’Albergo’s typology (see Chapter 1 
in this book) are useful to provide a broader picture of this evolution in urban 
policies in Portugal: from implicit and indirect policies, to the recent years with 
explicit and direct actions and programmes.

Although consensus exists in recognizing the significant changes that have 
occurred in Portugal regarding urban policies (programmes, tools, capacity 
building, knowledge), some authors question the existence of a real national 
urban policy (for example Ferrão 2018). In addition, the specific challenges of 
the multilevel governance character of urban policies may have led Portugal to 
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an unbalanced situation, where relevant questions need to be tackled regarding 
multilevel governance stability, capacity and efficiency of policy arrange-
ments, especially to enforce a stronger national learning and coordination 
between different urban policy strategies in Portuguese cities.
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10.	 Changing urban system, changing 
urban policy: Romania since 1989
Cristina Stănuș, Daniel Pop and Dragoș 
Dragoman

1.	 INTRODUCTION

According to recent international assessments (OECD and United Nations 
Human Settlements Programme 2018), Romania has a partial and rather 
implicit national urban policy, which seems to give a low level of attention 
to key urban development topics (economic development, spatial struc-
ture, human development, environmental sustainability, climate resilience). 
Nevertheless, beyond such assessments there is a more nuanced reality. Like 
other countries in the region, Romania has gone through a significant transfor-
mation in the past three decades. Much of this transformation can be described 
in terms of dismantling the centralized approach to every aspect of public 
policy. In the area of national urban policy this has led to a focus on broader 
issues such as intergovernmental relations, territorial planning and regional 
development rather than narrower urban development topics. The locus of 
policy-making on these narrower topics was slowly devolved towards local 
governments. This central government withdrawal has happened even though 
the degree of urbanization of Romania’s territory was and still is below that of 
other European countries (since 1990 it has varied between 50 and 55 per cent, 
well below the 75 per cent average for countries in the Eurozone). This chapter 
tries to map and explore this withdrawal based on a review of literature, policy 
documents and official data. It approaches several questions. Does Romania 
(still) have a national urban policy? If so, what are its key components and 
instruments? How do these relate to the features of the urban system? And how 
do they relate to sub-national (local) and supra-national (European) elements 
of urban policy?

The following section of the chapter approaches the changes occurring in 
the urban system of Romania after the fall of the Communist regime and the 
policy challenges that have arisen from the political, economic and social tran-
sition. Then, these changes are linked to central government policy decisions 
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Table 10.1	 Urban settlements in Romania, 1950–2019

1950 1968 1990 2000 2010 2019

Municipia
148*

56** 56 93 103 103

Towns 180** 204 172 217 216

Notes: * Săgeată (2015); ** Law no. 2 / 1968 regarding the administrative organization of the 
territory.
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which have directly or indirectly, explicitly or implicitly (d’Albergo 2010; van 
den Berg et al. 2007) impacted urban settlements over the same period. Next, 
the governance structure of urban policy is briefly examined, highlighting the 
emerging conflicts in intergovernmental relations. Then, policy co-ordination 
issues are showcased in the context provided by mainstream policies concern-
ing social housing and the national network of hospitals.

2.	 THE CHANGES AND CHALLENGES IN THE 
URBAN SYSTEM

Presently, the urban system of Romania is composed of 319 municipalities. 
For administrative purposes these are divided into municipia (larger settle-
ments designated as county capitals or deemed to be of higher economic, 
cultural or historical importance) and towns. This categorization has existed 
since 1925, with the notable exception of the period when a Soviet-inspired 
territorial organization was in use (1950–1968). For development purposes 
urban municipalities are divided into four categories/ranks (Law 355/2001): 
rank 0 comprises the capital city of Bucharest, rank I comprises 11 county 
capitals with a population higher than 200 000 (also labelled nodal centres 
or growth poles due to their national influence), rank II comprises the other 
county capitals and all other municipia (exerting regional or county influence) 
and rank III comprises the towns (urban settlements exerting local influence). 
Specific size, geographical position and accessibility, economic development, 
and service-delivery criteria apply to each category/rank. The ranking reflects 
the importance of the municipality from multiple points of view, its area of 
influence and its degree of modernization. Small and medium settlements 
(ranks II and III) dominate the urban system in terms of numbers. Only 19 
municipalities other than Bucharest can be characterized as large (more than 
100 000 inhabitants), and they are generally viewed as weak secondary cities 
(Cristea et al. 2017). The current structure was shaped by Communist-era 
policies and the post-Communist counter-reaction to them (see Table 10.1).

Intensive urbanization was a key pillar of the top-down modernization-driven 
policies of the Romanian Communist regime. Urbanization was facilitated by 
territorial reforms, agricultural (forced collectivization) and industrial (heavy 
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industry oriented) policies, and the nationalization of private property. The 
focus was on developing a network of compact industrial urban settlements. 
This has led to the share of urban population doubling in 40 years and a more 
balanced urban hierarchy in comparison with other countries in the region 
(Benedek 2006). Natural urbanization tendencies were complemented with, 
and sometimes counteracted by, top-down interventions artificially urbanizing 
rural municipalities deemed to have development potential (Bănică et al. 
2013). The aim of these interventions was to reduce the historical urbanization 
gap between different historical provinces. The rural municipalities converted 
into towns during the Communist regime constitute approximately a third 
of the current urban settlements in Romania. Successive reforms have also 
tackled the issue of territorial fragmentation, forcing significant consolidation 
between 1950 and 1968. This has led to a decrease in the number of rural 
municipalities and to the incorporation of localities with rural features into 
urban municipalities. Nevertheless, in 1989 the urbanization gap between 
different parts of the territory had not yet closed (Benedek 2006; Mitrică et 
al. 2014). After 1989, socio-economic developments and changes in national 
policies have further shaped the urban system. Changes can be described in 
terms of partial deurbanization and re-ruralization in the first post-Communist 
decade, followed by artificial urbanization in the second decade, chaotic sub-
urbanization and a diversification of urban profiles.

Urban settlements were profoundly affected by the political, economic 
and social transition. Romania was confronted for the first time with deur-
banization – most urban settlements lost a part of their population between 
1992 and 2002 because of town-to-village internal migration (Benedek 2006; 
Dumitrache et al. 2016). The national urbanization rate dropped from 54.3 per 
cent in 1992 to 52.7 per cent in 2002. This is explained in little measure by 
welfare suburbanization and in larger measure by deindustrialization, emigra-
tion and natural demographic change. Small and medium towns were more 
affected, especially those in poor regions with declining mining or manufactur-
ing activities and those in environmentally unfavourable areas (high pollution 
because of past industrial activity) (Bănică et al. 2013; Benedek 2006; Păun 
Constantinescu 2012). They experienced economic, social, demographic and 
urban infrastructure crises at the same time. This has led to the re-ruralization 
or rurbanization (see Bengs and Schmidt-Thomé 2005) of some of the towns 
created by the Communist regime. This re-ruralization has manifested itself 
via the growth of population occupied in agriculture, people having given up 
on centralized urban facilities such as heating and water supply which have 
become too expensive, and urban sprawl in areas totally lacking urban utilities 
(Bănică et al. 2013). While over time local economy and urban infrastructure 
have improved, the social crisis of post-Communist cities and towns is per-
sistent. It was estimated that in 2011 one-third of the urban population lived 
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in marginalized (defined using three criteria – low levels of human capital, 
employment, and quality of housing) or disadvantaged (low levels on one or 
two of the three criteria) areas; the share of population in such areas is higher 
the smaller the municipality (71 per cent for municipalities under 10 000 as 
compared to 19 per cent in the case of Bucharest, Anton et al. 2014).

After 2001, an artificial urbanization under democratic rules followed. 
Fifty-four new towns were declared between 2001 and 2004, while some 
others were upgraded to the municipia category, leading to an increase of the 
national urbanization rate to 54 per cent. However, the new towns usually 
lack urban characteristics (infrastructure and services) and have an economy 
based on agriculture and forestry (Bănică et al. 2013). An analysis of these 
new towns shows that when they were declared as towns none fulfilled all the 
criteria set out in national legislation for doing this, nor did they fulfil all these 
criteria ten years later (Veress 2016). Moreover, this seems to have aggravated 
the problem of uneven urbanization, as the new towns tend to belong to exist-
ing urbanization core areas (Benedek 2006). Since 2004 the urbanization rate 
has remained constant, due to changing patterns of migration from rural and 
small and medium urban municipalities towards the capital city and the largest 
secondary cities (Cristea et al. 2017).

A key feature of the post-1989 urban system in Romania is the rapid and 
chaotic suburbanization. During the Communist era, suburbanization was 
limited by rules concerning private property, prohibition on the change of 
designation for agricultural land, and limitation of population movements 
towards large cities (Dumitrache et al. 2016). Post-1989 it has unfolded in 
two stages: marginal residential suburbanization in the first decade and rapid 
residential and commercial suburbanization after 2000 (Dumitrache et al. 
2016). Post-2000 suburbanization largely involves the development of new (de 
facto) suburban units around large cities in wealthy areas (around Bucharest, 
Transylvania), many of which lack basic urban amenities. This negative side of 
suburbanization is enhanced by the high level of territorial fragmentation. The 
total number of municipalities increased from 2947 to 3181 between 1990 and 
2018, while the overall population of Romania decreased by over 3.5 million. 
Cash-strapped rural local governments with low own revenues (just 36.64 
per cent of their total revenues in 2018) tried to increase revenues and have 
allowed for the development of (sometimes illegal) car-dependent residential 
suburban units and industrial sites without providing the necessary utilities and 
street infrastructure.

Uneven suburbanization is a symptom of the diversification of urban pro-
files. The former prominently centrally designed industrial character has been 
revised across urban areas, but with varying success, by the appearance of 
multi-functional and service sectors. Manufacturing industries no longer dom-
inate the economy of Romanian urban settlements of all sizes. Over time, the 
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more successful cities and towns have developed for themselves new profiles: 
some have focused on knowledge-based industries and services (Bucharest, 
Timișoara, Cluj-Napoca), some on manufacturing industries with high added 
value (Pitești, Sibiu). The less successful ones, such as Constanța and the 
former mining towns in Jiu Valley, are still lagging and lacking a clear profile.

The next section details how central government policy choices have 
created or responded to these challenges.

3.	 THE NATIONAL URBAN POLICY MIX

The urban system is nationally determined (d’Albergo 2010; van den Berg et 
al. 2007), hence the identification of relevant elements of the national urban 
policy mix must take into account contextual spatial, demographic, economic 
and social elements and external and internal urban challenges. Existing typol-
ogies (d’Albergo 2010; van den Berg et al. 2007) are useful in this respect, 
if they are contextualized. The post-Communist transition brings to the fore 
policies and instruments which seem unusual when compared to what is con-
sidered standard urban policy, which nevertheless have significantly shaped 
the urban system. In the following discussion on the national urban policy mix 
specific to Romania, it is a case of restitution of property and privatization 
policies.

The national urban policy mix specific to Romania includes direct, indirect, 
explicit and implicit elements (see Table 10.2). However, the emphasis falls 
upon policies that are at the same time implicit and indirect, as a reflection of 
the elective withdrawal of the central government from urban issues, justified 
as counter-reaction to the heavy-handed ‘systematization’ policies of the 
Communist regime. This withdrawal is obvious if we account for what is 
missing from this mix for most of the analysed period: clearly focused national 
urban regeneration policies (Dumitrache et al. 2016), policy responses to 
shrinking cities (Rink et al. 2014), and policies addressing social concerns in 
urban areas. In terms of urban regeneration needs and urban social problems, 
four areas emerged as relevant in the first post-Communist decade: the physi-
cal, economic and social decay of historical city centres; abandoned industrial 
sites as a consequence of economic restructuring; the decaying collective 
residential areas built in the Communist era; and peripheral areas of spon-
taneous development inhabited by poor, especially Roma, citizens (Pascariu 
and Pascariu 2012). National policies discussed below approach only some of 
these aspects and not necessarily through direct and explicit interventions. It 
must be noted that in Romania shrinking cities are not perceived to be a policy 
problem as the phenomenon is generally put down to the general population 
decline that has been happening since 1990 (Rink et al. 2014).
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Table 10.2	 National urban policies in Romania, 1989–2019 (following 
the typology in d’Albergo (2010))

Explicit
(with an urban spatial focus)

Implicit
(without an urban spatial focus)
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1. Urban economic growth 
programmes driven by EU goals and 
structural funding – after 2007
2. Centralized heating networks and 
thermal rehabilitation programmes 
for urban areas

Mainstream policies (key policies with 
significant impact in urban areas)
1. Restitution of nationalized property and 
massive privatization of housing units
2. Spatial planning policies

In
di

re
ct

(a
im

ed
 a

t p
ro

vi
di

ng
 o

th
er

s w
ith

 
co

nd
iti

on
s f

or
 ta

ck
lin

g 
ur

ba
n 

ch
al

le
ng

es
) Area-based programmes

1. Programmes concerning 
disadvantaged areas (mostly 
formerly mono-industrial small 
cities and their neighbouring rural 
areas), 1998–2010
Specific investment programmes
2. National Local Development 
Programme, since 2013
3. National Investment Company 
(CNI), since 2001

Policies for institutional innovation
1. Establishment of autonomous local 
governments
2. Decentralization, fiscal decentralization
3. Intermunicipal cooperation
Policies for re-spatialization
1. Territorial reform and requirements 
concerning infrastructure and service 
delivery capacity based on ranking
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Implicit and Indirect Policies

In the area of implicit and indirect policies, applicable to urban and rural areas 
alike, we find policies for institutional innovation focused on reshaping the 
national administrative and financial framework (local government, decen-
tralization, local finance, intermunicipal cooperation). While some studies on 
national urban policies see this framework as being distinct from urban policy 
(van den Berg et al. 2007), it can be argued that during the post-Communist 
transitions the two can hardly be separated. Thus, reforms are not framed as 
a performance of government issue as in Western European countries (d’Al-
bergo 2010), but rather as a fundamental democratic issue.

The policy issue of comprehensive administrative reforms has been high 
on the public agenda for the last 30 years with over 200 individual legislative 
actions adopted. Following the adoption of a new constitutional act in 1991, 
the emphasis has been placed upon setting up the two autonomous tiers of 
sub-national local government (the counties and the municipalities) and trans-
ferring to them responsibilities previously held by the central government. 
The process has been slow, with key pieces of legislation only being passed 
in the second post-Communist decade (a first version of a framework law on 
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decentralization was passed in 2004, a comprehensive local public finance 
law was passed in 2006). Alongside responsibilities concerning local territory 
and local public utilities, over the years local governments have acquired 
responsibilities (usually shared with other tiers of government) in areas such 
as education, healthcare and social services. Moreover, urban settlements 
have become responsible for the provision of certain services to neighbouring 
rural areas (population records, fire departments, etc.). However, the local 
autonomy of first-tier local governments is still limited, although in line with 
other countries in the region (Ladner et al. 2015). Several aspects reinforce this 
limited autonomy. Legal provisions impede local governments from taking 
over unoccupied policy space/residual competencies (for example cities saw 
their parking and towing of illegally parked cars regulations annulled by the 
Constitutional Court because the central government had not previously issued 
framework regulations). The decentralization of tasks was not accompanied 
by fiscal decentralization (Profiroiu et al. 2017), leaving central government 
ample discretion over local government budgets: local governments set the 
rate of local property taxes within centrally determined limits, the central gov-
ernment reserved for itself discretionary power in establishing the allocation 
of revenues from income tax and VAT via a fiscal derogations mechanism, 
and local government borrowing is subject to central government vetting. 
De-concentration reforms conducted in parallel have led to unclear divisions 
of responsibilities between local governments and central government decon-
centrated agencies (Baba et al. 2007) and problematic intergovernmental 
relations, as the central government uses its deconcentrated agents to perform 
policy supervision instead of a legality control (Hinţea et al. 2002).

After 2004, in response to the fragmentation of local government and the 
emergent negative consequences of uncontrolled suburbanization, the central 
government actively pursued an intermunicipal cooperation (IMC) policy. 
Municipalities were able to legally set up cooperative arrangements, labelled 
inter-community development associations, which were able to take over 
the organization and delivery of some public services. Within the broader 
regulations concerning intermunicipal cooperation (for a detailed overview 
see Stănuș 2011), a special space was carved out for what has been defined 
as metropolitan areas. These were designed as multi-purpose voluntary 
cooperative arrangements between Romania’s rank I cities and neighbouring 
municipalities within a 30 km radius. In terms of their legal ability to jointly 
organize and deliver public utility services, these arrangements were like other 
IMC arrangements. In development terms, metropolitan area arrangements 
should be distinguished by stronger transportation, economic, social, cultural 
and infrastructural interrelations (Benedek and Cristea 2014). Later, for largely 
symbolic reasons, the parliament extended the ability to use the ‘metropolitan 
area’ label to all county capitals in Romania irrespective of their position in 
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the development ranking. Since 2006, over 400 IMC arrangements have been 
formed involving a vast majority of both urban and rural settlements in the 
country, most frequently single-purpose arrangements for joint provision of 
waste management or water supply and sewage services, or multi-purpose 
arrangements focused on local economic development. However, the policy 
has produced mixed results: large cities such as Bucharest, Galați and Brăila 
(the last two less than 20 km apart from each other) have not managed to set 
up cooperative arrangements in their respective metropolitan areas, and many 
existing IMC arrangements (metropolitan or not) are not actually functional. 
A probable cause of these mixed results is the complicated institutional archi-
tecture necessary in order to actually jointly deliver public services (Stănuș 
2018), which has led to recommendations to adjust the legal framework and 
introduce dedicated funding programmes for metropolitan areas outside the 
EU-funded programmes (Cristea et al. 2017).

Another pillar of the implicit and indirect urban policies concerns policies 
for re-spatialization. These involved a low-key territorial reform, infrastructure 
and service delivery capacity requirements imposed on different types of urban 
and rural municipalities, and subsequent attempts to use them in furthering 
territorial development and urbanization. A key piece of legislation – Law 
No. 351 from 2001 concerning the approval of the National Territorial Plan: 
Section IV The network of localities – sets minimal qualification criteria for 
both urban and rural municipalities. Urban municipalities must meet criteria 
for size, geographical position and accessibility (access to transport corridors), 
economic development (population in non-agricultural activity, skills of the 
local workforce), infrastructure (paved streets, water supply and sewage net-
works, parks) and service delivery (hospital beds, medical personnel, educa-
tional institutions, sports venues, cultural and religious facilities, entertainment 
facilities, tourism facilities) depending on their ranking. However, when the 
law was passed there were urban settlements that did not meet the minimal 
criteria corresponding to their rank. Given the degree of decentralization 
at that point, some urban and rural governments were completely depend-
ent on central government action to (continue to) meet infrastructure and 
service-delivery criteria. The law also prescribed actions to increase the urban-
ization rate: 17 predominantly rural areas were designated for intervention via 
financial mechanisms to assist the development of a rural municipality and its 
conversion into a town. However, assistance programmes were never put into 
place by the executive. While a development and further urbanization logic 
underpinned the text of this law, the implementation has been more oriented 
towards subjective-emotional aspects. It has been mainly used to erase some 
of the effects of the heavy-handed 1968 territorial reform, and has led to an 
increase in the number of rural municipalities (as de-amalgamations became 
possible, bottom-up pressures led to the reinstatement of rural municipalities) 
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and the declaration of new towns, predominantly in already urbanized areas (in 
many cases to make up for the loss of status experienced by the municipality 
during the Communist regime).

Explicit and Indirect Policies

Two distinct stages can be identified in regard to explicit and indirect national 
urban policies in the analysed period. The first stage, pre-dating Romania’s 
accession to the EU, involved policies concerning deprived/under-privileged 
areas, implemented from 1998 until 2010. It largely focused on small 
mono-industrial towns and their surrounding urban areas, as well as on rural 
areas where mining has been a traditional activity. All parts of the territory 
where unemployment was three times higher than the national average were 
included. At the peak of implementation this policy covered municipalities 
with significant economic, social and infrastructural problems, largely reflec-
tive of the re-ruralization trend. Fiscal and financial facilities for new business 
operations in these areas were the main method of intervention, the scheme 
being classified in the state aid category. This intervention is significantly 
different from area-based policies in Western Europe in that it does not result 
from assessments of problematic development or policy effectiveness (d’Al-
bergo 2010) but has a preventive character, meant to mitigate the effects of 
ongoing economic restructuring. Its effectiveness has been limited given how 
state aid was deployed in these areas (Consiliul Concurenței 2010; Diaconescu 
et al. 2007), as it has led to the creation of just 15 000 workplaces (Bănică et al. 
2013). The policy was phased out as it did not fit with EU competition policies.

The second stage follows Romania’s accession to the EU and responds to 
the limited capacity of some local governments to make use of available EU 
funding as well as to a specific intergovernmental relations context (central 
government funding in three national programmes was abruptly withdrawn, 
leaving local governments with unfinished investment projects and unpaid 
bills). The National Local Development Plan (Planul Național de Dezvoltare 
Locală, PNDL) was introduced in 2013 to fund (predominantly rural) local 
infrastructures and was widely perceived from the beginning as reflecting 
political patronage networks in the allocation of funds (municipalities led by 
mayors belonging to the governing party were favoured, second-tier local 
governments played an important formal brokerage role). The programme 
has undergone multiple modifications since, as its initial form lacked clear 
objectives, was not transparent, and allowed for poorly designed projects to 
be implemented without proper procurement procedures and oversight by the 
managing authority (Curtea de Conturi a României 2015). Objective criteria 
currently employed for the allocation of funds advantage rural and very small 
urban municipalities. At the same time, the programme favours stand-alone 
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projects rather than integrated and more strategic interventions. The bulk 
of funds goes towards rural municipalities (for example, between 2015 and 
2019, in Bihor county only 30 out of a total of 190 projects, corresponding to 
12 per cent of the total funds allocated in the county, were located in urban 
areas). Nevertheless, medium and large urban municipalities have benefited 
from some of the largest projects funded (streets, bridges and road belts con-
struction; rehabilitation of historical buildings, housing, schools or hospitals; 
building new schools or crèches) as part of a sub-programme focused on urban 
regeneration.

A second explicit and indirect intervention, to some extent like the PNDL, 
was the setting up of the National Investment Company (Compania Națională 
de Investiții, CNI) in 2001. Its role is to implement a national programme 
for public or social interest buildings focused on sports facilities, cultural 
facilities, schools, primary healthcare facilities and others. Its creation is 
a response to capacity problems at the municipal level. Instead of providing 
grants to municipalities for these investments, the CNI takes over the projects, 
finalizes them using various sources of funding (mostly central government 
and EU funds), and then transfers them to the beneficiaries. Like the PNDL, 
it is focused on stand-alone projects rather than integrated interventions, with 
the notable difference that it focuses on the more complicated and expensive 
projects (building new stadiums, rehabilitation of large historical buildings, 
etc.). Like the PNDL, the bulk of the interventions are in rural areas (21 of the 
75 projects finalized in 2019 were in urban municipalities), but urban projects 
tend to be more expensive.

Explicit and Direct Policies

National strategic documents acknowledge the importance of cities in the 
polycentric development model pursued by Romania. Nevertheless, most ele-
ments of explicit and direct targeting of urban areas are limited to and driven by 
EU funds and policies. They reflect the rather uncritical adoption of European 
policy goals and instruments into national development strategies and plans 
(Benedek and Cristea 2014). However, as the largest source of development 
funding available, they further uneven development. Instead of being a means 
for redistribution of resources they become a means for resources extraction by 
political patronage networks (Ion 2014).

Following Romania’s accession to the EU in 2007, area-based interventions 
targeted on urban settlements defined as growth poles (Bucharest plus the 
seven largest other cities, one pole per development region), urban develop-
ment poles (13 in total, unevenly distributed in the development regions) and 
urban centres (170 in total) have been introduced. The growth poles are, at the 
same time, the subject of the metropolitan areas policies. They constitute an 
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important component of the regional policy mix and are meant to help with 
reducing regional disparities, with interregional harmonization of government 
policies and with cooperation between all governance levels. Approximately 6 
per cent of all the EU cohesion and structural funding allocated to Romania in 
the 2007–2013 multi-annual budget was specifically allocated for urban areas. 
The policy is widely criticized because it advantages large cities and higher 
urbanization areas. Evidence has been provided to support the idea that this 
negatively affects local urban policies, as cities adapt their development strat-
egies to maximize their access to EU funding (Cristea et al. 2017). Moreover, 
it is likely that the growth pole policy does not significantly contribute to 
lowering regional disparities (Benedek et al. 2019).

After 2014, in co-ordination with a newly passed National Territorial 
Development Strategy, the growth pole strategy was altered in response to 
criticisms that it focused too much on the largest cities. Despite policy studies 
suggesting a nuanced approach based on a new ranking of urban municipal-
ities, a simplistic solution has been adopted: all but one county capital has 
become the focus of the growth pole policy, while the Danube Delta area com-
prising Tulcea county and its capital has become the subject of an Integrated 
Territorial Investment instrument (Benedek et al. 2019; Cristea et al. 2017). 
The overall funding targeting urban areas has increased to approximately 14 
per cent of all the EU cohesion and structural funding allocated to Romania 
in the 2014–2020 budget, while the share of other funds for which the urban 
local governments can apply alongside others has also increased. Alongside 
the focus on county capitals, some more refined urban policy elements have 
been included: a focus on marginalized urban areas, defined using human 
capital, employment and living conditions related criteria, thus acknowledging 
the social issues in urban areas; funding for urban regeneration in small and 
medium-sized towns (rehabilitation of Communist-era blocks of flats and their 
surroundings).

A series of interventions aimed at dealing with urban regeneration issues 
have been developed since 2006, with very limited results. These do not amount 
to a fully-fledged policy, being rather punctual interventions. A funding pro-
gramme focused on centralized heating networks provides support amounting 
to 70 per cent of the total cost for urban municipalities making capital repairs. 
Results are limited: by 2018, 47 municipalities had received total funding of 
less than 100 million euros for 163 projects. The programme was renewed in 
2019 with an increase in the share of costs to be paid by the central govern-
ment. A second intervention concerns the thermal rehabilitation of privately 
owned Communist-era blocks of flats in urban areas. In 2010, the central 
government introduced a government guarantee for loans taken by owners, but 
this did not produce any significant results. Since 2009, a different programme 
that provides central government funding of up to 50 per cent of the costs (with 
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the rest of the costs divided between the municipality and the owners) has been 
in place, with better results. This programme runs in parallel with a similar 
intervention funded from EU funds for municipalities covered by the growth 
pole policy.

Implicit and Direct Policies

Two categories of policies are relevant here given their impact on the current 
state of the Romanian urban system. In the first category we find policies 
signalling the retreat of the state, which have significantly altered the land and 
property market and, consequently, the spatial making of Romanian cities. 
In 1991 the central government started the complicated and not yet finalized 
process of restoring properties nationalized by the Communist regime, namely 
collectivized land in rural areas as well as historical buildings, some of them 
designated as monuments, in urban areas. The restitution of land has happened 
faster and led to the development of a land market in suburban areas, which 
has opened the door for market-led urban sprawl (Dumitrache et al. 2016). The 
restitution of historical buildings, many of which were used for public pur-
poses (schools, kindergartens, public institutions) or served as housing units 
and were occupied by tenants, has proceeded at a much slower pace. This has 
had a significant impact on the appearance of cities, as many of these buildings 
were not properly maintained due to their problematic legal status. Another 
key element in this category concerns the decision to privatize state-owned 
housing units, including the large number of flats built during the Communist 
era and units in the above-mentioned nationalized buildings. Essentially, pri-
vatization has involved selling apartments to the tenants at symbolic prices and 
thus transferring responsibility for many buildings in a poor state, which the 
state cannot afford to maintain, to the new owners.

A second category concerns the framework policies for urban spatial 
planning, which are relevant here because of their specific contents and the 
disconnected way in which their implementation was pursued. The quite rigid 
Communist-era systematization policies driving the development of compact 
cities were repealed in 1990 and then replaced in 1991 with more lax regu-
lations, transferring planning responsibilities to the newly created local gov-
ernments. The new rules included few planning elements and many building 
regulations, thus opening the door to market-driven ad hoc urban planning. In 
2001 a new comprehensive law on spatial planning was passed, the regulations 
became stricter, and the planning system was rebuilt. Regulations were further 
strengthened in 2008 and 2011, when spatial planning policy was better inte-
grated with regional development policy and participatory and cooperative 
instruments, and some control tools were introduced (Munteanu and Servillo 
2014). Formally, the hierarchic nature of spatial planning inherited from the 
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Communist regime has been maintained at national, regional and county level 
(Benedek 2013), and since 2008 also at metropolitan level (cities are allowed 
to elaborate territorial development strategies for metropolitan areas, Benedek 
and Cristea 2014). The proliferation of actors on all levels of government 
involved in planning limits vertical co-ordination, as sometimes lower-level 
plans are developed earlier than the upper-level ones (Ionescu-Heroiu et al. 
2013). At municipal level, there is a strong emphasis on urbanism rules, with 
development theoretically driven by compulsory municipal master plans and 
subsequent zonal and detail plans. However, not even the largest cities comply 
fully with this provision and the central government does not incentivize 
compliance. In 2017 many of the existing spatial plans of the medium and 
large cities expired and only a handful of cities had developed metropolitan 
spatial plans (Cristea et al. 2017). The local capacity to develop and oversee 
the implementation of urban spatial plans was and is quite limited. Thus, much 
of the development of zonal and detail plans is left to private actors, such as 
developers of real estate, who are supposed to draft them in accordance with 
the municipal plan but frequently push for exemptions (Ionescu-Heroiu et al. 
2013). In this fragmented context, the built environment of cities and urban 
sprawl/spread were significantly shaped by the ability of local governments 
to approve exemptions from/changes to the urban master plan and change 
the designation of land, the formula used since 1996 for transfers to local 
governments, which includes a built-up area coefficient (larger built-up area 
larger transfers, Suditu 2012), and the possibility to legalize unauthorized 
constructions.

While formally striving towards a comprehensive integrated approach, the 
national planning system of Romania is only somewhat functional, leading to 
repeated calls for reform (Benedek 2013; Ionescu-Heroiu et al. 2013; Suditu 
2012). EU accession has deepened the problems due to the proliferation at all 
levels of government of strategic documents meant to facilitate the absorption 
of EU funds which were poorly correlated with planning policy (Munteanu and 
Servillo 2014). Some of the shortcomings were meant to be addressed during 
the implementation of the 2015 National Territorial Development Strategy; 
however, a subsequent law focused on metropolitan areas and a codification of 
planning, urbanism and building rules has not yet been completed.

Next, the governance structure of urban policy is examined, highlighting 
the national institutions governing urban policy as well as intergovernmental 
relations.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe208

4.	 ACTORS AND CONFLICTS IN THE 
GOVERNANCE OF NATIONAL URBAN POLICY

National urban policy is shaped in Romania by an interplay of international, 
national and local actors. The key policy analysis and policy-making com-
petencies (spatial and urban planning, urbanism, building regulations, devel-
opment programmes) rest with the Ministry of Regional Development and 
Public Administration. Urban policies are significantly shaped by politics. It 
is widely accepted that programmes such as the National Local Development 
Programme stem from the need of the national parties to ensure the loyalty 
and strengthen the electoral position of their mayors. European institutions 
and the policy goals embedded in the EU’s regional development programmes 
are other key sources of influence. Two different types of conditionality can 
be identified here: actual conditionality (cases in which EU policy specifically 
demands that certain actions are undertaken) and perceived conditionality 
(cases in which there are no specific demands but national institutions believe 
they need to act in a certain manner). Another key actor shaping national urban 
policies is the World Bank, which has invested considerable effort (with some-
what limited success) in influencing policy pursued by the ministry on topics 
such as spatial planning, housing, urban marginalization and so on.

The decentralization framework has set the stage for conflictual intergov-
ernmental relations. The central government is frequently at odds with the two 
associative arrangements which formally represent urban municipalities in the 
policy-making process: the Association of Romanian Municipia (Asociația 
Municipiilor din România, AMR) and the Association of Romanian Towns 
(Asociația Orașelor din România, AOR). The conflicts usually centre on 
the issue of earmarked transfers for certain public services and the legally 
stipulated quotas they are supposed to receive from VAT and income tax. 
They reflect the persistent mismatch between decentralized competences and 
fiscal decentralization. They became particularly acute when income tax was 
reduced in 2017, leaving a significant gap in municipal own revenues. Over 
time, this expanded into a conflict over urban policy, largely fought over 
the contents of the growth-poles policy. The most visible part of the conflict 
involves the cities designated as growth poles – some of which in 2018 formed 
and legally registered a group called the Alliance of the West – and the central 
government. The cities allege there is a deadlock in regional and urban devel-
opment caused by the incapacity of central government to initiate and imple-
ment large infrastructure projects, especially those eligible for EU funding. 
Their key request was that of being granted legal competence to take over 
from the central government projects of high importance for their communities 
(segments of highways, belt roads, regional hospitals), as well as large regional 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Changing urban system, changing urban policy: Romania since 1989 209

infrastructure projects included in national development plans and eligible 
for EU regional development funding. The Alliance of the West includes the 
Western cities of Arad, Cluj-Napoca, Oradea and Timișoara. The model has 
proliferated, and mayors of cities and medium-sized towns in other parts of 
the country have also announced their intention to form such mechanisms, 
an example being the Moldova Develops Alliance in the eastern part of the 
country. These mechanisms were politicized as upon initiation they included 
cities with mayors from an opposition party. Recent changes to the national 
framework for the implementation of European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF) funded programmes have opened the door for a larger presence of 
cities and counties in regional development projects, as they have been trans-
ferred responsibility for projects delayed due to the limited capacity of central 
government agencies and companies.

Intergovernmental relations are further complicated by inconsistencies in 
sectoral policies affecting urban areas, which are discussed next.

5.	 NATIONAL SECTORAL POLICIES AND THEIR 
URBAN CONSEQUENCES

These inconsistencies derive from the central government’s withdrawal from 
its delivery, funding and control functions over urban policy while trying to 
maintain a strong regulatory role. The exercise of this regulatory role con-
strains the actions of other actors involved in urban policies as showcased 
below in the case of social housing policies. At the same time, significant 
co-ordination issues between sectoral policies have appeared, as showcased by 
the decentralization of hospitals.

Policies on Social Housing

In the early 1990s, around 85 per cent of the housing units in Romania were 
flats in Communist-era buildings, whose rapid sale to the tenants led to the 
highest home ownership rate in Europe. In the long run, the rapid privatization 
has created urban regeneration, quality of life and social housing problems. 
At the periphery of cities and towns, the combination of changed economic 
context and the retreat of the state has led to the emergence of veritable slums 
(Teodorescu 2018).

Despite the growing need for articulate social housing policies, the national 
approach is fragmented. The central government has created a framework 
supposedly enabling and stimulating municipalities to deal with the problem 
themselves, yet more frequently disincentivising action. Social housing is dis-
cussed in the context of national social inclusion policies and is approached in 
group-centred strategic documents focused on people in poverty, Roma, youth, 
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youth leaving the child protection system, and people with disabilities. A more 
integrated approach started being built only after 2015, when provisions con-
cerning housing were included in the territorial development strategy and the 
central government started drafting a national housing strategy (never adopted 
by consecutive left and right governments).

The fragmentation at strategy level has led, in the meantime, to even more 
fragmented implementation. In the second half of the 1990s, municipalities 
and second-tier local government received social housing policy competences, 
which they are supposed to exercise in co-ordination with the central govern-
ment. They have become responsible for building, managing and maintaining 
social housing. They can access central government funding for building, 
provided they can offer the necessary land and connections to utility networks, 
or they can use their own revenues. Central government funding is supposed 
to be provided under programmes targeted on certain groups. However, while 
different laws require the executive to develop funding programmes to ensure 
access of certain categories of people to housing, not all have been made oper-
ational (Ministerul Dezvoltării Regionale și Administrației Publice 2015). For 
example, the programme on social housing for the Roma was only operation-
alized in 2015, although it was first mentioned in 2008. A more successful pro-
gramme is the one focused on young adults (rent-to-buy units for those under 
35 years of age), who are not necessarily part of the most vulnerable groups 
in terms of access to housing. Overall, the impact of national programmes has 
been limited; there has been a drop in terms of percentage of new housing 
units built with state funding from 88 per cent in 1990 to 5 per cent in 2001 
(Dan and Dan 2003). This has led to a limited number of municipal initiatives 
to build new housing units and a permanent shortage of social housing units in 
urban areas. Urban municipalities are caught in a vicious circle as those with 
higher social housing needs are also those with lower own revenues and thus 
a lack of resources to deal with the problem. Moreover, they are constrained by 
national rules and control mechanisms which they perceive to be too intrusive. 
For example, they could be fined if they do not manage to recuperate unpaid 
rent from social housing, which disincentivizes some to increase the number of 
social housing units. In another direction, fearing accusations of mismanage-
ment, some tend to overregulate certain areas; thus, they add supplementary 
criteria when allocating social housing, which leads to the almost complete 
exclusion of groups such as the homeless (Briciu 2016).

Hospital Decentralization Policy

The decentralization of healthcare was initiated in Romania in 2002, when 
responsibility over buildings hosting hospitals, policlinics and dispensaries as 
well as most responsibilities concerning primary healthcare was transferred to 
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municipalities and county governments (Vlădescu et al. 2016). Municipalities 
became responsible for maintenance costs, while medical costs were covered 
on a contractual basis by the national health insurance fund. A second wave of 
decentralization was conducted in 2010, when 370 out of 433 public hospitals, 
almost all in urban areas, were transferred to the local governments, giving 
them managerial control over specialized healthcare services via administra-
tion councils. Given their size, competences and catchment areas, not all hos-
pitals were taken over by municipalities: highly specialized hospitals remained 
under the control of the central government, most hospitals with county 
catchment areas were transferred to the county councils, and some hospitals in 
small municipalities were also handed over to the county councils. The process 
was conflictual as the central government had apparently attempted to transfer 
hospitals with significant arrears and the municipalities resisted taking over the 
hospitals before the matter was settled (Popa 2014). Interestingly, assessments 
made years after the decentralization of hospitals, when some locally managed 
hospitals had started to accumulate arrears, indicated that hospital governance 
structures as stipulated in national regulations were conducive to poor finan-
cial performance (Duran et al. 2019).

In 2011 a so-called rationalization of the system occurred, in which the 
central government reduced the number of hospital beds for which it was 
willing to provide funding and acted to close 67 small hospitals (after backing 
down on a previous longer list), even though they had only recently been 
transferred to local governments and some had just received investment from 
the local communities. Forty of these hospitals were in urban municipalities, 
out of which six were in towns declared after 1990. The legal mechanism 
used involved refusal to fund any costs for medical services provided by these 
hospitals from the national health insurance fund and providing funding to 
transform them into nursing homes. Municipalities opposed this decision but 
the outcomes varied depending on the willingness to challenge the central 
government and the financial resources at the disposal of the local govern-
ment: some hospitals never closed because the municipalities obtained court 
decisions in their favour, some were closed and then reopened based on court 
decisions, some were transformed into departments of the county hospitals, 
some were transformed into primary healthcare centres or rented to private 
actors, while some were transformed into nursing homes or closed. Effectively 
the government had made it difficult for 40 towns to continue to meet the 
criteria for being a town (number of hospital beds) included in a different piece 
of legislation.
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6.	 CONCLUSION

This analysis shows that Romania’s national urban policy has followed 
a U-shaped curve since 1989. The descent on this curve is marked by the 
retreat of the central government from urban issues in the 1990s. This has 
been reflected in the development of a policy mix where implicit and indi-
rect policies were dominant. Due to what was excluded more than what was 
included in the policy mix, long-standing urban issues have been aggravated 
while new ones have emerged in the complicated post-Communist transition. 
A mix of factors and incentives (EU accession and EU policies, the influence 
of international actors, specificities of intergovernmental relations, some 
urban problems reaching critical levels) has led to a very slow return of the 
central government and its national urban policies starting with the second 
post-Communist decade. Nevertheless, the more explicit and direct elements 
of current urban policies are still fragmented and poorly co-ordinated with each 
other and with local urban policies. The centrepiece of more recent policies is 
the growth-poles policy, which is ‘borrowed’ from other EU countries despite 
some serious question marks about its suitability to the Romanian urban 
system. Since 2015 the central government has taken some steps towards an 
integrated approach via the adoption of a national territorial development strat-
egy with a strong urban focus; however, it has not yet passed some of the key 
legislation needed to implement it. In some senses, the current fragmented and 
limited national urban policy is a reaction to some of the urban problems – rur-
banization, urban sprawl, suburbanization, urban marginalization – aggravated 
or created by the initial retreat of the central government.
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11.	 Urban National Policy in Spain? 
A diachronic critical review of four 
decades of government action
Sonia De Gregorio Hurtado and Javier Ruiz 
Sánchez

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Spain is one of the Member States of the European Union that has not devel-
oped over time an ‘urban policy in explicit terms’ (Parkinson et al. 2013, 
p. 176). Even though over the last four decades the urban issue has continued 
growing in relevance in the international and EU policy-making context, 
being increasingly considered strategic for national and regional economies 
(Parkinson 2005) and crucial for ‘creativity and innovation’ (European 
Commission 2011, p. iv), the evolution of urban policy in Spain allows one 
to say that it has not been specifically integrated into the policy agenda across 
this period.1 This does not mean that Spanish cities have not received support 
from the national tier of government to address their problems and more urgent 
challenges, but this support has been based on sectoral policies (mainly land, 
housing, transport and urban mobility), complemented with general social and 
economic policies that are not specifically urban. As a consequence, it can 
be said that Spain does not have a genuine and explicit policy understood as 
a policy for ‘the City’.

This chapter aims to provide a critical and historical reconstruction of the 
process of evolution that has led to the present national urban policy frame-
work in the country. To achieve this objective the analysis covers the last four 
decades using a diachronic approach that considers the sequence of events over 
time, taking into account that present policies and their design are the result of 
a complex set of issues and reflections (McCann 2015) in which some topics 
and objectives are prioritized over others. Adopting a critical perspective, 
this work aims to develop an understanding of the present situation that can 
contribute to an academic’s or practitioner’s reflection on the urban issue 
within the framework of the different urban agenda processes that are being 
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developed in the country at the moment and, importantly, in the context of the 
construction and implementation of the Spanish Urban Agenda.

1.1	 Current Local Government System and Recent Elements of 
Change Impacting on Cities/the Urban Dimension

The factors that underlie the scenario mentioned above are complex and have 
economic, social, historical and governance roots. They also reflect the tradition 
of slow political reform that characterizes the modern history of the country. 
Many of those factors have been inherited from the past, and have determined 
the evolution of this policy field during the 40 years of democracy. One of the 
most important causes in this regard is the evolution of the multi-level institu-
tional framework established by the Constitution of 1978. It sets out three main 
levels of government: the national, the regional (Autonomous Communities) 
and the local (the provinces and the municipalities). In regard to urban issues, 
the first level has retained few competences, devolving most of them to the 
regions and the cities under the subsidiarity principle. This has resulted in 
a policy scenario in which urban competences are exclusive, concurrent or 
shared by different tiers of government, requiring a level of coordination that 
has never been attained (Romero 2005). The division of the competences and 
the lack of institutional channels for collaboration explain to a large extent 
why the ‘urban issue’ has been kept out of the national policy agenda. Efforts 
made at the national level to change this at various moments in time have been 
considered unconstitutional by the Constitutional Court (since it considered 
that they violated regional competences) or have quickly lost momentum 
before creating any relevant transformation (see section 2). This explains, but 
is also a result of, other significant characteristics of the Spanish urban policy 
framework: the prevalence of a sectoral approach to urban matters, focused on 
construction and rehabilitation of buildings and public works (Tejedor 2013); 
and a tradition in which urban policies are addressed within the institutional 
sphere with little attention paid to the integration and participation of other 
actors.

To complete a general description of the Spanish scenario, it is necessary 
to take into account the accession of the country to the European Economic 
Community (EEC) in 1986, something that resized the multi-level govern-
ance framework described, giving rise to a more complex context in which 
the country had to apply transnational policies in coordination with the EEC 
institutions (Subirats 1992). Regarding the urban domain, very early on the 
EEC started to exert a notable influence on the national and especially the local 
and regional levels (De Gregorio Hurtado 2017a). The EU does not have com-
petences on urban matters (Parkinson 2005), but the European Commission 
incentivized the Member States to commit to tackling the problems of the 
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most vulnerable areas of European cities at that time by launching in 1994 the 
URBAN Community Initiative, an instrument designed to give visibility at the 
European level to the topic and to introduce innovation in urban governance, 
urban regeneration and urban planning in the different countries (Reiter 2008). 
To achieve this it provided funding to the Member States to help them take 
action in the deprived areas of their neighbourhoods through an integrated 
and participative method of urban regeneration (the ‘URBAN approach’ 
(Atkinson 2014)). In Spain, URBAN started a journey that has led to important 
opportunities for cities to overcome the inertia of the national level and some 
regions and find funding and guidance for sustainable urban development, and 
particularly for the regeneration of their most vulnerable areas, through the 
programmes of the EU (De Gregorio Hurtado 2017a). The Urban Pilot Projects 
(1989), URBAN (1994–1999) and URBAN II (2000–2006), the Iniciativa 
Urbana (2007–2013), the ISUD approach (2014–2020), URBACT (from 
2000) and, more recently, the Urban Innovative Actions (UIA) (from 2014), 
along with EU urban policy documents,2 have played a crucial role in this 
regard. Interestingly, all these instruments have made important contributions 
in creating a link between the EU and the local level that explains the approach 
to sustainable urban development adopted by many cities from the mid-1990s 
onwards (De Gregorio Hurtado 2017a; 2018a) and the significant involvement 
and presence of Spanish cities in instruments such as URBACT and the UIA 
(González Medina and De Gregorio Hurtado 2018). Other instruments pro-
moted by the EU in the field of urban policies, for example the Sustainable 
Urban Mobility Plans (SUMPs) and the Sustainable Energy Action Plans, have 
also had a notable influence on cities. The EU influence has also been signifi-
cant in the regions that are most proactive when it comes to urban issues.3

The framework described witnessed much change in the period 2015–2016. 
In 2015 the Agenda 2030 of the United Nations was approved, followed by 
the New Urban Agenda in 2016. Also in 2016, the operational framework 
to advance towards an Urban Agenda for the European Union (the Pact of 
Amsterdam) was agreed. Spain has expressed its commitment to all these 
agenda frameworks. They are contextualizing and giving momentum to the 
development of the Spanish Urban Agenda, an instrument that could open 
a policy space to make progress in the identification of the main problems and 
challenges of Spanish cities and to give place to a consistent ‘urban policy’ 
aimed at overcoming traditional inertias and pitfalls in the framework of 
a coordinated multi-level action.

The creation of the international agendas is also having an impact at the 
regional level. Different Autonomous Communities are developing their own 
Urban Agendas: Andalusia has been the first to approve one (in September 
2018), and other regions such as the Basque Country and Catalonia are 
working on providing such a policy framework for their territories. Also, 
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many Spanish cities that had been very active in the past in the development of 
their Local 21 Agendas (De Gregorio Hurtado 2017a) are ‘transforming’ them 
into Urban Agendas, using the Agenda 2030 and the New Urban Agenda of 
United Nations as a reference in most cases. All this policy activity is giving 
rise to a new, and favourable, scenario with real potential to make progress in 
the creation of a collaborative multi-level urban policy aimed to coordinate 
and make coherent the action at the three levels of government. We argue 
that at the moment the greatest challenges in the Spanish scenario are to align 
and coordinate all these policy efforts and advance towards interinstitutional 
cooperation. Such a cooperation has the potential to prove particularly trans-
formative in the medium term.

1.2	 Current Challenges of Urban Areas

The urban challenges to be addressed in the country are many and of different 
natures. The most pending issue at the moment is the creation of a collabora-
tive multi-level governance system in which, in respect to their competences, 
the national tier, the regions and the municipalities can agree on visions and 
legislative and budgetary frameworks aimed at supporting cities of all sizes in 
facing their problems. The complexity and scale of these problems requires the 
replacement of a defence-of-competences logic with a cooperative approach. 
This issue, which has been significantly limiting the efficiency and outputs 
of the efforts put in place by the different levels of government over time, is 
crucial today, in a time when many of the most challenging global, and there-
fore national, problems need to be addressed at the local level. The Spanish 
and the regional Urban Agendas could represent a turning point if this is 
understood. For that, they need to be fully aligned.

Other challenges to be faced relate to the most pressing problems of urban 
areas at present: the housing emergency (particularly problematic in big cities); 
the rise of urban poverty and the problem of urban segregation, with a special 
attention paid to peripheries; mitigation and adaptation to climate change; and 
environmental issues related to the ecological impact of cities and the necessity 
to advance towards a healthy and equitable urban scenario.

The concentration of these problems in the most vulnerable urban areas 
highlights another relevant challenge: the necessity to provide a policy frame-
work for urban regeneration based on more flexible and ‘adaptive’ planning 
instruments that are able to formalize processes and mechanisms to opera-
tionalize the necessary changes to the existing social, economic and physical 
conditions of Spanish cities. This also requires a change of approach to urban 
planning and urban development in the country, evolving from a traditional 
vision that encourages the creation of new urban developments (see section 2) 
to an approach that fosters and incentivizes an integrated improvement of the 
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existing city (with a specific focus on the vulnerable neighbourhoods). The 
path to achieve this has been laid in recent years, as least discursively, as the 
government has adopted a policy narrative that pays attention to and enhances 
urban regeneration through the Law of Rehabilitation, Regeneration and 
Renovation, and the Revised Text of the Land Law and Urban Rehabilitation 
of 2015. Nevertheless, this change needs to be put into practice through 
the transposition of that legislative framework to the regional level by the 
Autonomous Communities, something that they are not finding easy. It also 
needs the provision of a sustainable financial/legislative framework.

2.	 EVOLVEMENT OF NATIONAL URBAN 
POLICIES. TOPICS, GOALS, TRAJECTORIES 
AND JUNCTURES FROM THE 1990S TO TODAY

This section examines the policy action developed by the Spanish government, 
taking into account its limited competences on urban matters (see section 1). 
It also looks at the role it has played as the institutional level that represents 
Spain in the framework of the urban policy of the EU (through the Ministry 
of Public Works). This section is structured on a temporal basis, using the 
government legislatures starting from 1982 as criteria. The reason underlying 
this decision is that the adoption of a critical and historical perspective allows 
for identifying different government approaches to the urban issue related to 
the policy priorities adopted by the parties in the government (De Gregorio 
Hurtado 2012b; 2013). The chronological review is preceded by an explanation 
of what we consider the ‘Spanish anomalies’. They explain to a large extent the 
evolvement of the national policy framework over the last four decades.

2.1	 Background

In order to understand the present it is important to point out that government 
decisions have been linked over time to what should be considered a set of 
anomalies that makes the Spanish system quite unique. The first of these anom-
alies is a strong tradition of urban development understood as urban expansion. 
It began around 1860, setting the ground for an almost total exclusion of the 
possibility to transform an existing city (Bassols Coma 1973) from the urban 
policy framework. On 30 December 1861 the so-called Project for a General 
Act on Renewal, Renovation, Extension and other Improvements in Towns 
(Proyecto de Ley General para la Reforma, Saneamiento, Ensanche y otras 
Mejoras de las Poblaciones) was entered for debate in the Spanish Parliament. 
The Act, informally known as Ley Posada Herrera after the Minister’s name,4 
would have in practice harmonized the Spanish urban planning system with 
the ones in Western Europe, particularly those in France and Germany. It was 
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finally rejected by the Senate on July 1862, who then approved the Act for 
Extension of Towns (Ley de 29 de junio de 1864 de Ensanche de Poblaciones) 
instead. This marked the starting point of Spain’s seemingly unstoppable fixa-
tion with understanding urban policy as mainly a question of urban expansion.

The second anomaly is the institutionalized prevalence of private invest-
ment over public initiatives in almost all urban developments, with the excep-
tion of infrastructural actions or limited interventions legitimized on the basis 
of public interest (characterized by a lack of economic profit). This prevalence 
was ‘institutionalized’ through the first comprehensive Land Act (Ley del 
Suelo) of 1956. This instrument has shaped and determined the evolution of 
the Spanish urban planning system ever since. Every subsequent national or 
regional Land Act (after the 1978 Spanish Constitution) has been strongly 
based on that seminal one, with minor variations on the role of land ownership 
and on private and public sector roles.

The third important anomaly is also linked to the issue mentioned: in order 
to enable private investment and make urban development a profitable activ-
ity, it was determined that land value should be considered in terms of urban 
expectations (importantly related to economic potential) and not in terms of its 
actual physical value and ‘rural’ condition. As a consequence, planning – that 
is to say, the determination of which rural land is suitable for urban extension, 
together with simply determined global parameters (uses of future buildings 
and gross floor area ratio – FAR) – started to generate a large gap between 
the economic value of land based on planning decisions and that based on 
its natural capacities. In practice, urban extension became considerably more 
profitable than any kind of possible regenerative action. The monopoly of 
land property in Spain was a crucial driver in the design of urban policies at 
that time and afterwards. Urban planning, or more precisely the determination 
of land suitable for extension (‘suelo urbanizable’), has turned out to be one 
of the most powerful instruments of wealth creation in Spain. This has had 
important consequences such as the dominance of economic policy over urban 
policy. The priority has been the generation of large extensions of new urban 
developments rather than the design of a rational urban qualitative model and 
the regeneration of existing cities.

These anomalies characterized the period of dictatorship in Spain and also 
explain many of the limitations and inertias that have been a feature of the 
subsequent democratic period.

2.2	 Period 1982–1996: Three Legislatures of the Socialist Party 
(González’s Governments)

During the 1980s cities were facing unresolved problems to which the new 
ones were added. The most vulnerable neighbourhoods, located mainly in the 
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historical city centres and the peripheries, were trapped in processes of decline, 
abandoned by private investment and with limited public investments in the 
supply of services (Arias Goytre 1996). Given this scenario, at the beginning 
of this period the Socialist government put in place a national legislative 
framework (Real Decreto 2329/1983 de Protección a la Rehabilitación del 
Patrimonio Residencial y Urbano de 1983)5 aimed at addressing some of the 
most important problems related to the physical decay of many urban neigh-
bourhoods. It counted on an allocation of economic resources for the rehabil-
itation of residential buildings, and constituted one of the main contributions 
to urban policy at that time (Pol Mendez 1993). The instrument was important 
because it set the foundations for the advancement towards the consolidation 
of a national housing policy in the country. This policy was conceived from the 
beginning as a redistributive one, through which funds could be made avail-
able to the lower levels of goverment (Autonomous Communities and cities) 
with three main objectives: 1) dealing with urban degradation, 2) providing 
access to housing to people with fewer resources, and 3) creating employment 
in the construction sector. This policy has been formalized over time through 
the multiannual Housing Plan, an instrument that has evolved from the original 
sectoral approach, aimed only at the rehabilitation of residential buildings, to 
the concept of integrated regeneration in the last decades (see section 2.4). 
The first Housing Plan was passed in 1992 (Housing Plan 1992–1995 – Plan 
de Vivienda 1992–1995) with a vision that was complemented in 1993 by 
a decree (Real Decreto 726/1993) that introduced the operative concept of 
Integrated Rehabilitation Area (Área de Rehabilitación Integrada (ARI)) with 
the aim of concentrating economic investment in eligible areas (adopting an 
area-based approach) in order to avoid the dispersion of the economic effort.

In 1992 there was an attempt by the government to establish a general 
framework for urban development on a national scale through the Land Act 
of 1992 (Texto refundido de la Ley del Suelo de 1992). It included an article 
(Article 66) that was declared unconstitutional in 1997 by the Constitutional 
Court because it violated the competences of the regions on urban matters. This 
was because it foresaw the possibility of developing a Territorial National Plan 
(Plan Nacional de Ordenación)6 through which the state might have an impact 
on spatial and urban development at country level. For López Benítez and Vera 
Jurado (2005, p. 168) the verdict of the Constitutional Court expressed clearly 
the incapacity of the state to enact laws that are genuinely urbanistic or related 
to spatial planning. This has conditioned the evolution of both policy fields. In 
fact, after that attempt, the state ‘limited’ its action to areas of policy through 
which it can exert an indirect influence on urban matters, legislating in few 
policy domains regarding urban issues (Esteban Noguera 2011). This has taken 
place mainly through its competences on transport, housing and land, avoiding 
giving rise to any ‘political action’ that could be interpreted by the regions as 
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an invasion of their constitutional powers. This explains to a certain extent the 
neutral and sometimes even ‘passive’ role played by the Spanish government 
in subsequent periods in the urban policy field.

The year 1985 marked a turning point in the Socialist government’s action. 
During the XXVIII Congress of the Socialist Party, held in 1979, which com-
memorated the centenary of its foundation, the leader and later Prime Minister 
Felipe González forced the party to embrace an explicit Social Democratic 
ideology, banning any kind of orthodox Marxism from its programme. That 
allowed some political actions that had urban consequences. In 1986 a histori-
cal referendum regarding Spanish membership of NATO took place. This and 
the subsequent integration of Spain into the European Economic Community 
(EEC) had a huge impact on the country. New urban issues brought the polit-
ical attention to cities for the first time. They were now viewed not only from 
a local perspective but also, for the first time, from a global perspective, as 
European cities.

The necessity of modernizing Spanish cities led the government to create 
the Department of Planning Intermodal Transport in Big Cities (Dirección 
General de Planificación Intermodal del Transporte en la Grandes Ciudades). 
This allowed the government to play an explicit active role in transforming 
the most important cities into modern European cities through an extensive 
programme that invested in the planning and construction of transport infra-
structures. Much of the funding for this important programme was allocated 
by the EEC Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund. During the second half 
of the 1980s the main role of this new department was to develop a plan to 
improve the metropolitan transport system. This plan, informally known as 
‘Plan Felipe’ after the Prime Minister, led Spanish cities to an incredible trans-
formation just a decade later. In the case of Madrid, for instance, the construc-
tion of a network of metropolitan highways together with the improvement 
of the regional railway system turned the metropolitan system into a spatial 
framework that was not always compatible with local planning (Ruiz Sánchez 
2000). The new transport system, together with a certain weakness of the urban 
planning policies and the conditions for land investment, marked the starting 
point of an unpredictable development of urban sprawl in Spain, particularly 
in metropolitan areas and along the Mediterranean coast.

In the early years of the 1990s, this department turned into the new 
Department of Concerted Actions in Cities (Dirección General de Actuaciones 
Concertadas en Ciudades). It is important to remark that in this period the 
Ministry of Public Works and Transportation (MOPT) gained the respon-
sibilities on environmental policy, being renamed the Ministry of Public 
Works, Transportation and the Environment (MOPTMA). It developed the 
Infrastructures Plan of 1993 (Plan Director de Infraestructuras (PDI)), an 
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instrument that provided continuity to the precedent vision, including as one 
of the axes of action the so-called Policy for the Cities (Política de Ciudades).

The new department maintained the active presence of the government in 
urban policy, for the first time in recent Spanish history placing the focus on 
the existing city. As the holder of a significant amount of inner-city property 
consisting of railways, ports, defence and other facilities (many of them obso-
lete), this department designed a set of very important urban actions through 
the creation of strong management structures in collaboration with local and 
regional institutions and, eventually, private stakeholders. Interestingly, it 
adopted a collaborative approach that involved the three government tiers and 
achieved relevant results (MOPTMA 1997).

As an extraordinary example, the public partnership Bilbao Ría 2000 was 
created in 1992. It was in charge of the transformation of the city of Bilbao, 
a city well known for its Guggenheim Museum and characterized by its radical 
transformation from an industrial city into a modern global metropolis.7 For 
the first time in the history of recent urban planning in Spain a process of 
urban regeneration of a great city was possible through the concerted action 
of different Administrations, leading to the regeneration of the Bilbao Estuary, 
a former obsolete industrial complex. Many other urban regenerations fol-
lowed that of Bilbao, such as the Oviedo Greenbelt led by SEPES8 (Ruiz 
Sánchez 2013). This was a first step in the definition of what was called an 
Active Land Policy (Carreras et al. 1995), which consisted in a well-defined 
coordination between the design of urban infrastructure and comprehensive 
urban planning, based on the transformation of obsolete public infrastructures 
into modern new urban developments. Worth noting is that the PDI, with its 
programme for the improvement of the urban environment, had the potential at 
that time to kick-start the much-needed debate on sustainable urban develop-
ment (Arce Ruiz 1994). This potential, however, could not be realized as the 
elections of 1996 led to a new government which replaced the PDI with a new 
infrastructures programme (see section 2.3) and abolished the Department of 
Concerted Actions in Cities.

It is also relevant to highlight that the accession of Spain to the EEC entailed 
at that time the participation of the MOPTMA in meetings to define the urban 
policy of the EEC. The beginnings of this policy can be dated to the end of 
the 1980s, achieving a milestone with the launch of the Urban Pilot Projects 
in 1989 and, particularly, with the call of the European Commission for the 
participation of Member States in the URBAN Community Initiative in 1994.
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2.3	 Period 1996–2004: Two Legislatures of the Popular Party 
(Aznar’s Governments)

In contrast to the many different attempts of the previous government to act 
in the field of urban policy, the new one paid less attention to the issue. It 
also brought back the prevalence of private investment in urban development 
processes, which then led to the real estate bubble in the first years of the new 
century. It can be said that the urban issue was kept out of the policy agenda. 
This approach characterized the new Infrastructures Plan 2000–2007 (Plan 
de infraestructuras 2000–2007), which focused on the national road, railway, 
airport, port and telecommunication networks, aiming to connect the country 
with the transEuropean networks, without an explicit ‘urban’ vision.

The housing policy introduced in the previous decade was continued, 
confirming its status as one of the most important instruments that the state 
has used to tackle the physical quality of urban areas. Via a decree (Real 
Decreto 1186/1998 sobre medidas de financiación de actuaciones protegidas 
en materia de vivienda y suelo del Plan 1998–2001) passed in 1998, the new 
goverment aimed to adapt this policy to the economic improvement of the 
country. It did not include any significant changes compared to the previous 
period, the most notable innovation being the introduction of the concept of 
a Rehabilitation Area, which included the ARI defined by the previous plan 
along with neighbourhoods in the process of degradation and areas located 
in cities declared as World Heritage sites by UNESCO. This approach was 
maintained in the subsequent Housing Plan 2002–2005, an instrument that in 
combination with the National Plan for Social Inclusion (Plan Nacional para 
la Inclusión Social) tried to address urban vulnerability in the country. The 
Housing Plan 2002–2005 perpetuated the lack of policy ambition regarding 
social housing of the previous instruments.

During this period, despite the beneficial effect that the different sectoral 
policies implemented by the three main tiers of goverment was having on 
urban areas, the consolidation of new economic and socially negative dynam-
ics started to result in the appearance of new processes of urban segregation 
and decline. At the end of this period, one of the most signiciant problems for 
the country was the increase in housing prices in cities.

Any action on urban regeneration at a national level was limited during 
these years to the development of programmes that were then implemented 
within the framework of the URBAN II Community Initiative launched by 
the European Commission in 2000. The good outcomes from the first round 
of programmes (URBAN) in Spain did not lead to the launch of a similar 
instrument endowed with national funds for the regeneration of vulnerable 
areas. Interestingly, other Mediterranean countries did put in place instruments 
of that kind (for example, in Portugal the POLIS Programme and in Italy the 
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Contratti di Quartiere, as mentioned in the chapters of this book that focus on 
those countries).

2.4	 Period 2004–2011: Two Legislatures of the Socialist Party 
(Zapatero’s Governments)

Rising housing prices also characterized the beginning of this period, along 
with the boom in the real estate sector (particularly in the most dynamic urban 
areas). Both trends resulted in serious social and environmental problems 
(Auken 2009). To address them, in 2004 the new government created the 
Ministry of Housing as a ‘message of intent’ to the population. It also had the 
intention of putting into practice the commitment that the Socialist Party had 
made in its electoral programme (Partido Socialista Obrero Español 2004, 
p. 129) to address the rising housing prices and to operationalize the transfor-
mation of the urban model based on land and natural resources consumption 
that characterized the previous period. One of the first actions undertaken 
to achieve this was the development of the new Housing Plan 2005–2008, 
through which the government intended to influence the residential market and 
to introduce a sustainable urban development model with three main objec-
tives: 1) the achievement of a quality urban environment and its conservation, 
2) equity and prevention of social exclusion and 3) efficiency and productivity 
of the economy (Real Decreto 801/2005). The Housing Plan, by having a more 
integrated vision for housing policy, also aimed to combat the processes of 
segregation which were reappearing in the cities and the rising levels of vul-
nerability, both of which were becoming an increasing problem in the cities. 
It maintained the ARI and, as a novelty, introduced the Historical Centre 
Rehabilitation Area (Área de Rehabilitación de Centros Históricos) and the 
Urban Renewal Area (Área de Renovación Urbana (ARU)). The Plan set as 
a condition for the development of the ARI and the ARU the creation of an 
integrated programme (with social, economic and physical measures) for the 
improvement of these specific areas. The ARU and ARI also had to adopt a par-
ticipative approach to avoid gentrification, and develop a monitoring system 
for evaluating the achievement of the objectives. It is worth noting that all this 
reveals the important influence of the URBAN and URBAN II Community 
Initiatives on the Housing Plan at that time. This vision was limited by the 
sectoral approach of the plan, as it only funded the physical measures, resulting 
in the insufficient implementation of the social and economic actions. It should 
also be noted that the plan was not successful in limiting the rise of housing 
prices, something that only happened from 2008 onwards with the bursting of 
the real estate bubble in the context of the economic crisis.

Other important policy actions carried out by the central government at 
that time were also contextualized as an answer to the unsustainable urban-

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Urban National Policy in Spain? A diachronic critical review 227

ization trend described, something that was underlined by two resolutions of 
the European Parliament (in 2005 and 2007) in relation to urban planning in 
Spain. In 2009 a new resolution based on the Auken Report (Auken 2009) 
pointed out that the national, regional and local administrations had allowed 
an unsustainable urban development with serious environmental, social and 
economic consequences. In response, but also as a result of internal reflec-
tion and the growing demand to address urban issues from some sectors, 
the government began to become more proactive by providing guidelines 
that explicitly addressed urban regeneration among other things. To a large 
extent, these actions emerged as a result of transposing EU guidelines and 
strategies into the Spanish framework (De Gregorio Hurtado 2012b). At that 
moment, many of those drivers for change were integrated in the document 
that was guiding the government action: the Spanish Strategy for Sustainable 
Development (MARM 2007a). It framed other documents such as the Spanish 
Urban Environment Strategy (EEMAU) (MARM 2009a) and its programmatic 
document, the Green Paper on the Urban Environment (MARM 2007b); the 
Spanish Strategy for Urban and Local Sustainability (EESUL) (MARM 2011); 
and the Spanish Strategy for Sustainable Mobility (MARM 2009b), which 
included a relevant focus on urban areas. Importantly, this activity was led 
and coordinated by the Ministry that had the competences for environmental 
policies (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medios rural y marino (MARM)), 
which started to work in coordination with the Ministry of Public Works from 
the beginning of this period. As a result it can be said that the government’s 
action was not only characterized by a proactive interest in the urban issue, but 
was also characterized by a less sectoral understanding of city dynamics (as 
during the period of the MOPTMA, see section 2.2).

The vision developed to advance all that positive activity set the basis for the 
main contribution to the urban dimension of the EU policy during the Spanish 
Presidency of the EU Council (first semester of 2010). The Spanish Presidency 
proposed the so-called Toledo Declaration, which was then approved by 
several Member States including Spain. This declaration made an important 
contribution to the Urban Acquis of the EU, supporting the adoption of ‘inte-
grated urban regeneration’ as a way forward in the EU. The political activity 
that led to the Toledo Declaration contrasts with the passive role played by the 
government in the previous period analysed in relation to the EU framework 
regarding the urban issue, and marks the most important contribution of the 
country to that policy framework so far.

The Spanish Strategy for Sustainable Development proposed, as the urban 
model to be adopted, the compact, complex, efficient and socially cohesive 
city, focusing on urban regeneration. The government implemented its vision 
for urban regeneration through two instruments that counted on the support of 
the Cohesion Policy of the EU: 1) the Iniciativa Urbana (see section 3.2), an 
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instrument aimed at continuing explicitly the URBAN method of urban regen-
eration in the country, building on a collaborative, participative, integrated 
and area-based approach to improve the most vulnerable neighbourhoods in 
Spanish cities with more than 50 000 inhabitants along with capital provinces; 
and 2) a similar instrument for cities with 20 000–50000 inhabitants. Both 
instruments contributed importantly to diffusing the integrated and participa-
tive approaches of urban regeneration introduced previously by URBAN and 
URBAN II. The vision underpinning all this activity was also central for the 
development of the Land Act of 2007–2008 (Real Decreto Legislativo 2/2008), 
a law that has been considered a turning point because it established as a basis 
for urban policy the paradigm of sustainable urban development. Nevertheless, 
its potential was limited, as it was not accompanied by innovative mechanisms 
to foster the regeneration of the existing city and prevent the urbanization of 
green fields (Cerezo and Tejerina 2018).

The infrastructures policy was continued in this period through the 
Infrastructures Plan (Plan Estratégico de Infraestructuras y Transporte 
2005–2020 (PEIT)). It reproduced some of the intentions of the PDI of 1993, 
particularly regarding the relevance of the urban issue within the plan, paying 
unprecedented attention to urban mobility and trying to exert a positive 
impact on urban areas in a framework of cooperation with the regions and the 
municipalities. It also showed the relevance of urban mobility in achieving 
healthier and efficient cities. The vision was fully in step with the previously 
mentioned Spanish Strategy for Sustainable Mobility (De Gregorio Hurtado 
2013). Urban mobility as an emerging issue was given prominence by the 
Ministry of Industry, Tourism and Commerce, which through the Institute for 
the Diversification and Saving of Energy (Instituto para la Diversificación 
y Ahorro de la Energía (IDAE)) launched a financial framework to support 
cities in the development of their Urban Mobility Plans, and to implement 
actions such as the installation of public bicycle systems, the construction of 
cycle lanes, the promotion of electric cars or the introduction of walkability 
measures. All this was framed by the Strategy of Energy Saving and Efficiency 
(Estrategia de Ahorro y Eficiencia Energética en España 2004–2012) that was 
implemented through two consecutive action plans.

The momentum gained in the first years of the Socialist Party govern-
ment started to decay during the second legislature (2008–2011). Adopting 
a diachronic approach, it is possible to link this to the change of Ministers 
leading the Ministry of Public Works and the Ministry of Environment. This 
had important consequences. For example, the framework documents devel-
oped did not have any impact, as they were not adopted by the Autonomous 
Communities and the cities. Also, two important projects that had been planned 
to create two new laws – the Mobility Law (on the basis of the Anteproyecto 
de Ley de Movilidad Sostenible y Segura) and the Law for the Quality and 
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Sustainability of the Urban Environment (on the basis of the Anteproyecto de 
Ley de Calidad y Sostenibilidad del Medio Urbano) – were blocked. Both of 
them could have made a relevant contribution to advancing an institutionalized 
and collaborative framework for action in the urban domain.

2.5	 Period 2011–2018: Two Legislatures of the Popular Party 
(Rajoy’s Governments)

The arrival of the Popular Party to government following the election of 2011 
marked a period when once again less specific policy attention was paid to the 
urban issue. An indicator of this was the fairly passive role played by the gov-
ernment in a context where the topic was gaining increasing attention within 
the EU. During the Dutch Presidency of the EU (2013), the idea of developing 
a common urban agenda for the EU gained momentum, and this eventually led 
to the approval of the Pact of Amsterdam in May 2016. The Pact was approved 
during an event in which, significantly, all the Ministers of urban development 
(or with urban competences) of the 28 Member States were present with the 
exception of the Spanish Minister.

In any case, observation of the period 2011–2018 shows that the changes 
that were taking place at a global scale, which were putting the city at the 
centre of policy attention, led to a more focused policy action on the urban 
issue than in the period 1996–2004. This resulted in the continuation of some 
drivers of change that had been introduced by the Socialist Party. In this regard 
it is very relevant to note that the approach that had been embedded in the 
Land Act of 2008 was reinforced through a major action: the development 
and approval of the Law of Rehabilitation, Regeneration and Renovation (3R 
Act) (Ley 8/2013) that provided rules for the preservation of the existing city 
(Cerezo and Tejerina 2018). It defined a new instrument (called Action for 
the Urban Environment), the objectives of which are 1) the rehabilitation of 
existing buildings and 2) urban regeneration and urban renovation processes 
that can adopt an integrated approach (introducing social, environmental and 
economic measures) under a unitary and global administrative strategy. For 
the first time the Spanish government was proposing to the Autonomous 
Communities and cities, through the Housing Plan, an instrument aimed at 
systematically regenerating the existing city (ibid.). This legislative effort 
focused on the rehabilitation of existing residential buildings with the aim of 
reinvigorating the construction sector after its tremendous decay caused by 
the economic crisis. The 3R Act was integrated in the Land Law through the 
approval of the revised text of the Land and Urban Rehabilitation Law of 2015 
(Texto Refundido de la Ley del Suelo y Rehabilitación Urbana) with the aim of 
aligning both regulations and clarifying the legislative content and procedures.
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This government also launched a new Housing Plan (Housing Plan 
2013–2016). In relation to housing, in this period the discursive effort was 
put into the necessity to advance towards the inclusion of the renting option as 
a feasible and attractive possibility for the Spanish population. This objective 
was not achieved in time, and the housing problem remained a key issue for 
citizens, particularly for younger generations. In fact, at the end of this legis-
lature, once again one of the most important urban problems, particularly in 
the most dynamic cities, remained the incapacity of young people to access the 
housing market or to rent an apartment.

It is worth mentioning that in this period the Ministry of Finance started to 
develop the Spanish Urban Agenda, in the context of a commitment made by 
the country to the European Commission through the Association Framework 
2014–2020 (Ministerio de Hacienda y Administaciones Públicas, without 
year). The process of constructing this instrument started in 2014 with the 
creation of a Working Group within the RIU (Network of Urban Initiatives 
(see section 3.2)) under the leadership of the Ministry of Finance. In 2016 the 
Ministry of Public Works decided to proceed with this commitment and used 
the momentum gained following the introduction of the Agenda 2030, the 
Sustainable Development Goals and the New Urban Agenda of United Nations 
to exert a political influence on urban matters. The instrument also evolved 
in the framework of the construction of the Urban Agenda for the European 
Union.

2.6	 From June 2018 to the Present: Legislature of the Socialist Party 
(Sánchez’s Government)

In this short time span the most relevant action has been the continued devel-
opment of the Spanish Urban Agenda. It appears that it will be an instrument 
that is full of potential (De Gregorio Hurtado and González Medina 2018). 
The Ministry of Public Works has confirmed that it will be a strategic 
non-regulatory framework of a voluntary character, to which Autonomous 
Communities, provinces and particularly municipalities can choose to adhere. 
In order to incentivize the commitment of subnational governments to the 
instrument, it will be linked to national and EU financial resources (Baiget 
2018). At the time of writing, the Ministry is not contemplating the advance-
ment towards a more collaborative framework, something that could limit the 
transformative capacity of the Agenda.

Along with this, the government is working on different legislative frame-
works to deal with some of the most pressing urban problems. It is interesting 
that in this regard cities are now more able to have an impact on the gov-
ernment’s agenda than in previous periods. This is due to a more emphatic 
approach from the national to the municipal level, and also to the lobbying 
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that big cities in particular are able to do. The role of some mayors is proving 
crucial in this regard. An example of this is that the government is taking into 
account local demands in the design of its future Housing Plan, as well as in 
mobility measures. It is also expected that the commitment of some cities 
regarding climate change will have a impact on the Climate Change and 
Energy Transition Law that the government is preparing at the moment.

3.	 ACTORS: WHO IS DRIVING THE CHANGES?

3.1	 Who Are the Relevant Actors?

The Spanish government develops its urban policy action through the activ-
ity of the different Ministries with competences on policy fields that have 
a direct impact on cities. As explained, the Ministry of Public Works has the 
competences on urban matters and can therefore be considered the actor that 
has contributed the most to shaping the national urban policy scene over the 
last four decades. It has set the approach laid out in the housing, public infra-
structures, mobility and land policies. It also plays another important role, as 
it represents Spain in the institutional framework that defines the urban policy 
of the European Union. As such it has been participating in the activities of 
all Member States to define the position of the EU Council on urban issues. 
This role has been carried out with varying degrees of commitment in the 
different periods analysed in section 2, ranging from significant involvement 
(for example through the work done to launch the Toledo Declaration in 2010 
(approved at the Meeting of the Ministers of Urban Development of the EU in 
2010)) to a relative disinterest in the matter (for example in process towards 
elaborating the Pact of Amsterdam and the Urban Agenda for the EU).

The Spanish government is playing another interesting role in relation to 
the urban dimension of EU policy. It is being carried out by the Ministry of 
Finance and consists in the management of the urban instruments launched 
in the last four programming periods of the Cohesion Policy9 (1994–2020) 
funded by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) (see section 
3.2). The role developed by this Ministry has been crucial for maximizing the 
effect of the urban dimension of EU policy in Spain from 1994 to the present. 
It has coordinated this activity with the Ministry of Public Works, developing 
at the same time the internal capacity to cope with the urban issue. Its experi-
ence and commitment has resulted in the recent creation of a Sub-directorate 
General of Urban Development, which is managing the 181 strategies of inte-
grated sustainable development (ISUDS)10 in Spanish cities.

The review and analysis undertaken by this chapter also takes into account 
the role developed by other relevant Ministries and public entities at different 
moments in time. The Ministries with competences on the environment and 
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energy have been particularly important actors. In this regard it is worth noting 
the role played by the MOPTMA in the period 1982–1994 and the role played 
by the MARM and the IDAE (a body that is part of the Ministry of Industry) 
in the period 2004–2011. The government is currently working on a Climate 
Change and Energy Transition Law that will have important implications 
for cities. It is being developed by the Ministry for the Ecologic Transition 
(Ministerio para la Transición Ecológica). It is expected that this law will 
introduce a policy and budgetary framework aimed at supporting cities in their 
efforts to mitigate and adapt to climate change.

As mentioned, the competences on urban matters that the Constitution 
assigned to the regions makes them major actors on the urban policy-making 
stage. They implement many of the policies of the Spanish government in their 
territories (this is, for example, the case of the Housing Plans). As a conse-
quence, these two levels of government need to coordinate their policy action 
in this and other urban policy fields. On the other hand, the regions have com-
plete competences on spatial planning and share with the municipalities the 
competences on urban planning. This all goes to shape a multi-level scenario 
from which arises the necessity for mechanisms of coordination and adequate 
spaces for decision-making and conflict resolution. In the early 1980s there 
was a legislative attempt to put in place a sustainable framework for coordina-
tion between the different government tiers in relation to their actions directly 
impacting on the territory (Anteproyecto de Ley Básica de coordinación y 
concertación de las actuaciones administrativas con incidencia directa en el 
territorio). Ultimately, however, it did not pass since the Constitutional Court 
(Decision 76/1983) declared that part of its text was unconstitutional. This 
explains to some extent why in this policy field interadministrative collabo-
ration and the development of collaborative mechanisms remain an issue in 
Spain (Benabent 2006). The coordination between the Spanish government 
and the regions takes place in the framework of meetings between the Ministry 
of Public Works (or other relevant Ministries) and political representatives 
from the regions. At the moment there is not a Sectoral Conference11 on urban 
issues.12 The lack of a formal arena for collaboration on urban issues, which 
should also include provinces and cities, means that the influence of the 
regional level on national urban policy is greatly reduced. It also minimizes the 
influence of the municipalities when it comes to shaping such policy.

The municipalities exert their ‘influence’ on the national level mainly 
through the Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces (Federación 
Española de Municipios y Provincias (FEMP)). This organization represents 
the interests of the local level and aims to make their requests and interests 
visible to upper levels of government and other stakeholders.

The regions and municipalities, along with other actors, collaborate with 
the different Ministries, and particularly with the Ministry of Public Works, 
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on the development of specific policies within the framework of thematic 
working groups. The participation in working groups along with lobbying are 
the most important ways in which non-institutional stakeholders influence 
national policy. Regarding non-institutional stakeholders, it is worth noting 
the capacity of the real estate and financial sectors to exert an influence on 
the urban national agenda, something that has determined to a certain extent 
the approach and scope of the land and housing policies developed so far 
(Comisión de Expertos sobre Urbanismo 1995).

Another important actor is the EU. This has especially been the case since 
1994. The following section explains its relevance and the different ways in 
which it has exerted an influence on national urban policy.

3.2	 What Is the Role of the EU?

As mentioned, the urban dimension of EU policy has had an important influ-
ence in the Spanish context. The main instruments that have contributed to 
this have been 1) the policy documents developed by different EU actors over 
the years, particularly the Communications of the European Commission and 
the documents that have given place to the Urban Acquis of the EU in the 
framework of the informal meeting of Ministers responsible for urban matters 
and 2) the specific programmes for urban regeneration and urban development 
launched by the European Commission from 1994 onwards and funded by the 
Cohesion Policy, including:

•	 1994–1999: URBAN Community Initiative
•	 2000–2006: URBAN II Community Initiative
•	 2007–2013: Iniciativa Urbana (IU)
•	 2014–2020: Estrategias de Desarrollo Urbano Sostenible Integrado 

(EDUSI)/Integrated Sustainable Urban Development Strategies (ISUDS).

The development of these initiatives allowed the continued implementation 
of the method of urban regeneration proposed by URBAN during the period 
1994–2013, and has made an important contribution to the definition of 
the EDUSI that is being implemented in the present programming period 
2014–2020 of the Cohesion Policy. This continuity cannot be found in other 
Member States, singling out Spain as an interesting case study in this regard 
(De Gregorio Hurtado 2018a). This continuity explains to a certain extent the 
transformative capacity of EU urban policy in the country. The transformative 
capacity can also be explained because these are the only explicit instruments 
of urban regeneration that have been launched at the national level so far.

URBAN and URBAN II were defined and launched by the European 
Commission. They have made an important contribution to transforming 
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Figure 11.1	 Cities with URBAN and URBAN II programmes (clear 
squares) and cities with IU programmes (dark circles) (De 
Gregorio Hurtado 2017b).
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the practice of urban regeneration in the country. It can be argued that the 
management of both initiatives within a Ministry with economic but not urban 
expertise (Ministry of Finance) limited their transformative capacity at the 
beginning, but this Ministry has in fact been crucial in making the continuity 
mentioned above possible. While the contribution of URBAN has been to 
introduce knowledge on a different way to face urban decline (collaborative, 
participative, area based, etc.), resulting in the development of programmes of 
urban regeneration in 29 cities, URBAN II has implemented ten programmes 
that have demonstrated an evolvement in the way in which cities have faced 
the holistic improvement of their deprived areas (De Gregorio Hurtado 2012a).

The Iniciativa Urbana entailed taking a further step towards deeper embed-
dedness of the ‘URBAN method’ in the Spanish framework. It introduced an 
important change with respect to URBAN and URBAN II: it was designed by 
the Ministry of Finance with the support of some other Ministries and experts. 
This was possible because it took place within the framework of the so-called 
‘urban mainstreaming’ of the Cohesion Policy (European Commission 2008, 
p. 9), a vision that aimed to mainstream the URBAN method in the regulatory 
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framework for the new Operational Programmes of the countries and the 
regions. To make it possible, Regulation EC 1080/2006 of the ERDF included, 
as a non-mandatory provision for the Member States, Article 8 that allows 
countries to develop strategies of intervention in distressed urban areas. The 
Spanish government decided to use this article, defining a new instrument 
largely inspired by URBAN (Ministerio de Economía y Hacienda 2007) called 
Iniciativa Urbana (IU). It is worth noting that the continuation of URBAN 
through the IU was a decision taken by the government in the context of the 
intense urban activity that it was undertaking from 2004 (see section 2.4). 
This interest in creating a new instrument explains an apparent contradiction: 
why one of the Member States that had paid the least attention to the urban 
issue in the past (see section 2.3) was the only one that continued explicitly 
to implement the URBAN method in the framework of the Cohesion Policy 
2004–2013. The IU achieved a higher profile than URBAN and URBAN II, 
as in this period the Network of Urban Initiatives (Red de Iniciativas Urbanas 
(RIU)) was created. RIU is an instrument that aims at providing an arena of 
knowledge sharing that integrates all the cities participating in the IU and 
other relevant stakeholders (Autonomous Communities, some Ministries, 
companies, NGOs, universities, etc.). The IU also had from the beginning 
the possibility of creating a greater impact than the two rounds of URBAN, 
as it had sufficient funding for the development of 46 programmes of urban 
regeneration (see Figure 11.2). The most important contributions of the IU can 
be found in the adoption of a collaborative and inter-sectoral vision within the 
municipalities and in the introduction of various important topics, such as the 
gender perspective and the mitigation of climate change, in the IU strategies 
(De Gregorio Hurtado 2018b).

At the moment (2019), in the framework of the urban dimension of the 
EU and with the support of the Cohesion Policy, Spain is implementing 181 
Integrated Sustainable Urban Development Strategies (ISUDS). They can be 
considered an evolution of the Iniciativa Urbana and URBAN, as the knowl-
edge and experience of those instruments have been crucial for defining the 
ISUDS (interview with public servant – 1). Nevertheless, the ISUDS also 
have important differences in relation to the URBAN approach. The most 
important is the results-oriented approach adopted in the new guidelines 
provided by the European Commission for the implementation of the urban 
dimension of the Cohesion Policy in the period 2014–2020. It required acting 
in cities that had solid strategies for sustainable urban development (European 
Commission 2016). As a consequence, in this period the focus on the most 
vulnerable areas through the area-based approach at EU level disappeared. 
These guidelines were transposed to Spain through the Partnership Agreement 
signed between Spain and the European Commission (Ministerio de Hacienda 
y Administaciones Públicas, without year). They were further elaborated by 
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Source:	 De Gregorio Hurtado (2018c).

Figure 11.2	 Cities and functional areas with EDUSI programmes

A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe236

a Working Group created in the context of the RIU that gave place to the 
document that set the guidelines for cities to access EU funding for imple-
menting sustainable development strategies (ISUDS) (RIU 2015). The ISUDS 
programmes are operating in cities or functional areas of more than 20 000 
inhabitants.

A first analysis of the instrument allows one to say that the thematic concen-
tration required by EU rules and the lack of an area-based approach focused on 
the most vulnerable areas of cities are resulting in piecemeal interventions that 
compromise the integrated approach and the transformative potential of the 
funding. The Ministry of Finance has confirmed that for the following period 
of the Cohesion Policy the EDUSI will not be an option, recognizing that it 
is necessary to carry out a review of the instrument (interview with public 
servant – 2).

The implementation of the urban dimension of Cohesion Policy in the 
country through the instruments mentioned, along with the exceptional action 
made possible through the Política de Ciudades of the PDI in the past (see 
section 2.2), has been the only framework in which a specific urban regenera-
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tion policy has been developed at a national scale. Its positive and transforma-
tive capacity shows the benefits of addressing this policy field through national 
funds in the future, and on the basis of a long-term vision. It can also set the 
basis for a review of the ISUDS approach at the EU level for the upcoming 
period of the Cohesion Policy.

In the framework of the above-mentioned Partnership Agreement between 
Spain and the European Commission, Spain committed to developing its 
Urban Agenda (Ministerio de Hacienda y Administaciones Públicas, without 
year), as has been explained in sections 2.5 and 2.6.

3.3	 Do Parties Matter?

The review undertaken in section 2 allows one to say that political parties 
matter in the Spanish context. The changing presence of the urban issue in the 
policy agenda in the different periods analysed shows that the two main parties 
in Spain (which have been in government since 1982, governing in alternate 
periods) have different priorities towards this topic. While the Socialist Party 
has been more active in this regard, developing instruments that made the 
topic visible and at various times made relevant contributions to an attempt to 
develop collaborative arenas, the Popular Party has excluded it in general from 
its policy agenda. It has continued the implementation of instruments intro-
duced by the Socialist Party at various moments in time, such as the Housing 
Plan or the Infrastructures Plan, but with a more sectoral approach. It is also 
worth noting that within the Socialist Party co-exist different sensibilities to 
the urban issue.

In the second half of the 2000s the political scenario changed in an important 
way in Spain. New political parties emerged; two of them are represented at 
the time of writing in the Spanish Parliament as a result of the elections of June 
2016 (Ciudadanos and Podemos). A review of the electoral programmes of the 
four main parties competing in that election shows the following: the Popular 
Party and the Socialist Party have integrated into their programmes more 
proposals for specific urban actions to be implemented in cities. Nevertheless, 
the approaches embedded in their programmes are quite different. The Popular 
Party, on the one hand, focused on the smart cities vision, transport and the 
rehabilitation of residential buildings in the framework of the Housing Plan 
2017–2020. The Socialist Party, on the other hand, while also addressing 
the smart city approach, had a more integrated idea of the action necessary 
to advance to more healthy and sustainable urban areas, introducing topics 
such as the circular economy and integrated urban regeneration in its electoral 
programme. It was the only programme that proposed an urban model – the 
compact city based on sustainability and universal accessibility principles, 
including the environmental and climate change dimensions and the rational 
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use of land – which aimed to regenerate the existing city, avoiding the new 
occupation of green fields (Partido Socialista 2016, p. 324). The new parties, 
Podemos and Ciudadanos, also included the urban issue in their programmes, 
but developed their vision less than the two other parties. Podemos mentioned 
the intention to develop a Climate Change Law with important implications 
for cities. It also included a part entitled ‘sustainable cities’ in which the aim 
was to launch an urbanistic model orientated to the rehabilitation of existing 
buildings dominated by an economic and physical approach (Podemos 2016, 
p. 15). Ciudadanos mentioned the urban issue in its programme, but only in 
regard to the smart city vision.

This review of the programmes of the parties allows one to say that the pro-
posals for cities were quite general, lacking in most cases a description of the 
mechanisms needed to implement them. This is consistent with the historical 
lack of presence of this topic in electoral campaigns at the national level. This 
is also consistent with the low profile of this topic in the media, something that 
is related to its relatively low relevance for most citizens.

3.4	 Why Should National Government Intervene?

The review and analysis of the actions taken by the Spanish government over 
the last four decades shows that its legislative capacity, along with relevant 
judicial decisions of the Constitutional Court, have shaped the framework in 
which it can develop a policy aimed at having an effective impact on urban 
areas. It shows also the relevance of the political role of the state and identifies 
policy mechanisms (existing or pending) through which it can contribute in 
important ways to setting a national policy context aligned with the main prin-
ciples of urban sustainable development. Parkinson et al. (2013, p. 176) point 
out some facts that mean the state could play a significant role regarding the 
development of urban areas:

•	 ‘The State is still responsible for many policy domains, notably those 
which require National intervention’ (for example, public works, land, 
transport, housing, climate change).

•	 ‘The State has enormous resources that it can devote to urban areas if it 
chooses to’.

With regard to these facts, we argue that the Spanish government has not 
developed the necessary action to support the regions, and particularly the 
cities, in facing some of the most pressing challenges of the country. As has 
been explained, the EU has exerted a very important influence in the Spanish 
context even if it does not have competences to legislate on urban issues. 
Instead, this has been done through instruments such as URBAN that provide 
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funding to the Member States if they implement regeneration programmes 
complying with strategic rules. The Spanish government could have done 
the same, providing sustainable funding frameworks aimed at incentivizing 
regions and cities to take action in many policy areas in the direction of urban 
sustainable development, and particularly in the field of urban regeneration, 
with a focus on the most vulnerable neighbourhoods.

Along with that, it is worth noting that the government also has the capacity 
to create and institutionalize arenas for reflection, negotiation and reaching 
consensus with the Autonomous Communities and the cities, something that 
is crucial to give place to instruments that address in an effective manner the 
necessities of the municipalities. The lack of these kinds of arenas explains 
why subnational governments, and particularly cities, have bypassed the 
government in their relationship with the EU. It also lies at the very core of 
some of the poor synergies achieved among policies implemented by the three 
government tiers.

4.	 CONCLUSIONS

The reflection in this chapter allows one to confirm that Spain has not so far 
developed a comprehensive and integrated policy aimed at supporting cities 
in addressing their problems and challenges. However, an observation of the 
evolution of the social, economic and environmental conditions of Spanish 
cities over the last four decades leads to the recognition of a crucial public 
effort that has contributed to improving cities in important ways. This public 
action has been taken by all three levels of government (Spanish government, 
Autonomous Communities and cities) with a low level of coordination, mainly 
addressing urban problems through sectoral visions. In addressing challenges 
they have not developed a long-term vision, acting reactively as problems 
arise and become of social concern. In any case, the action of the Spanish 
government (developed mainly through the competences of the Ministry of 
Public Works) in relation to land, housing and, in some periods, transport 
infrastructures policies emerges as relevant. The first two policies have espe-
cially had an important impact. They have adopted different approaches over 
time, the approach taken being highly related to the economic context and the 
policy priorities of the parties in government (see section 2). The Popular Party 
has traditionally shown less interest in introducing the city as a policy priority 
on its government agenda. This has had effects domestically, as it has fostered 
the sectoral approach of policies. In the international domain it has resulted in 
a low level of influence on the framework of the urban policy of the EU. The 
Socialist Party, on the other hand, has traditionally shown a greater interest 
in the urban issue, which has resulted in the proposal of regulatory frame-
works that at various points in time have been blocked by the Constitutional 
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Court. This and its proactivity in this regard shows an ambition to retain at 
the national level the capacity to develop a sort of policy for ‘the City’ (even 
if mild), implemented in coordination with regions and municipalities. The 
frameworks proposed so far have not been successful in finding a way of 
involving the lower government levels. As mentioned, this is one of the most 
important challenges for the country at the moment. It is also worth noting 
that the analysis undertaken here shows the different levels of commitment in 
regard to the urban issue within the Socialist Party.

Regarding the level of Europeanization of government policy action from 
1986 onwards, it can be said that this has mainly taken place through the oblig-
atory transposition of EU directives to the Spanish framework. The only period 
analysed in which the country has clearly adopted EU guidelines on a volun-
tary basis has been 2004–2011. At that time it even contributed actively to 
shaping the EU’s discourse and position on sustainable development, through 
the Toledo Declaration (2010), demonstrating that it can take on a leading 
role in this policy area. González Medina et al. (2017), having observed urban 
policies in Spain from a general multi-level perspective, conclude that with 
regard to the Europeanization aspect, Spain takes the role of a policy-taker. 
This observation is fully confirmed by the work in this chapter. Indeed, this 
chapter even appears to reinforce this conclusion when attention is focused just 
on the action taken at the national level.

Within this context, the Spanish Urban Agenda looks like it may be an 
instrument with the capacity to kick-start a transformation. Nevertheless, it 
seems that it will not address traditional inertias, particularly those around 
the necessity for interadministrative cooperation. It is making an effort to 
overcome sectoral and physically centred approaches to urban development, 
and its intention to link the implementation of the vision with the allocation 
of national and EU funds could play a significant role. This and the level 
of commitment of the subnational levels will be crucial factors in level of 
advancement in the medium term. In the current framework the commitment 
of the agenda to the creation of capacity in medium and small cities is another 
factor that will determine the real contribution of the instrument.
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NOTES

1.	 Some of the EU-12 countries started to develop their urban policy in the 1980s 
(France), or even earlier (the UK since 1960), while other countries started to pay 
more attention to urban issues within their national agenda under the influence of 
the ‘urban policy’ that started to be developed by the European Commission at the 
end of the 1980s. This is the case of Portugal and Italy for example.

2.	 These are the policy documents that have been developed over time by different 
actors within the EU. The most important ones have been developed by the 
European Commission, the Parliament, and the Committee of the Regions.

3.	 As mentioned, they have considerable competences in the development of legis-
lative and funding frameworks regarding urban matters. This has allowed some 
of them to develop specific instruments over time. This is the case for Catalonia 
for example, which in 2006 passed the so-called Neighbourhoods Law (Ley de 
Barrios), directly inspired by URBAN (Nel.lo 2011). A similar law was developed 
by the Balearic Islands (passed in 2009), and the Izartu programme was imple-
mented through three rounds launched by the Basque Country in 2001, 2004 and 
2009 (De Gregorio Hurtado 2012a). Also, the specific action on sustainable urban 
development that is being implemented by regions at present has to be understood 
in the context of the influence that the EU instruments have exerted on them.

4.	 José Posada Herrera was Minister of the Interior (Ministro de Gobernación) and 
promoted the Act.

5.	 BOE nº 293 de 1983.
6.	 Judgement 61/1997.
7.	 Josep Borrell, Minister from 1991 to 1996, said to the main Basque newspaper that 

‘what we did in Bilbao was more important than the Olympics [Barcelona] or the 
Expo [Seville]’ (El Correo, 20 November 2017).

8.	 SEPES is a body attached to the Ministry of Public Works (the name of this 
Ministry has been changed recently to the Ministry of Transport, Mobility and 
Urban Agenda). It operates in the sector of land promotion, being the main opera-
tor of public land in the national scene.

9.	 URBAN Community Initiative (1994–1999); URBAN II (2000–2006); Iniciativa 
Urbana (2007–2013), Integrated Sustainable Urban Development Strategies 
(ISUDS) (2014–2020).

10.	 The acronym in Spanish is EDUSI (Estrategias de Desarrollo Urbano Sostenible 
Integrado).

11.	 Sectoral Conferences are institutionalized arenas for the negotiation and achieve-
ment of agreements between the government and the Autonomous Communities 
in Spain.

12.	 http://​www​.seat​.mpr​.gob​.es/​portal/​areas/​politica​_autonomica/​coop​_autonomica/​
Conf​_Sectoriales/​Documentacion/​Conf​_Sect​_exist​.html (last accessed 
19-11-2018).

REFERENCES

Arce Ruiz, R. M. (1994), ‘Plan Director de Infraestructuras y Medio Ambiente’, 
Revista de Obras Públicas, 333, 29–44.

Arias Goytre, F. (1996), ‘La política de ciudades de los gobiernos nacionales’, Granada: 
Cuadernos Económicos de Granada.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe242

Atkinson, R. (2014), ‘The urban dimension of Cohesion Policy: past developments and 
future prospects’, paper presented at the RSA workshop on ‘The New Cycle of the 
Cohesion Policy in 2014–2020’, Institute for European Studies, Vrije Universitetit 
Brussels, 24 March.

Auken, M. (2009), Proyecto de informe sobre el impacto de la urbanización extensiva 
en España en los derechos individuales de los ciudadanos europeos, el medio ambi-
ente y la aplicación del Derecho Comunitario, Parlamento Europeo.

Baiget, M. (2018), ‘La movilidad en la Agenda Urbana del Ministerio de Fomento’, 
in the sesión ‘PMUS y Ordenanzas Municipales’ of CONAMA 2018, Madrid, 
28-11-2018.

Bassols Coma, M. (1973), Génesis y evolución del Derecho Urbanístico Español 
(1812–1956), Madrid: Montecorvo.

Benabent, M. (2006), La ordenación del territorio en España. Evolución del concepto 
y de su práctica en el siglo XX, Sevilla: Universidad de Sevilla.

Carreras, B., Dómine i Redondo, V., Arias Goytre, F. and Fernández Lafuente, F. 
(1995), ‘Una política activa de suelo’, Ciudad y Territorio: Estudios Territoriales, 
3(103), 17–22.

Cerezo, A. and J. I. Tejerina (2018), ‘La equidistribución en suelo urbano y las actu-
aciones sobre medio urbano de regeneración y renovación integradas en el País 
Vasco’, Práctica Urbanística, 152.

Comisión de Expertos sobre Urbanismo (1995), ‘Recomendaciones finales de avance 
normativo y política de suelo del informe sobre suelo y urbanismo. Documento 
Salamanca’, Ciudad y Territorio: Estudios Territoriale, 103, 165–187.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2012a), Urban Policies of the European Union from the 
Perspective of Collaborative Planning. The URBAN and URBAN II Community 
Initiatives in Spain, Madrid: Universidad Politécnica de Madrid.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2012b), ‘La regeneración urbana en la acción estatal en 
España durante el periodo 2004–2011. Una historia a continuar’, Perspectivas, 1, 
27–51. Revista de la Universidad Metropolitana de Puerto Rico.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2013), Políticas desarrolladas en España por la 
Administración General del Estado, las Comunidades Autónomas y las Ciudades en 
el ámbito de la Movilidad Urbana Sostenible desde la perspectiva de la Gobernanza, 
durante el periodo 2004–2011, Madrid: CEDEX.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2017a), ‘Is EU urban policy transforming urban regeneration 
in Spain? Answers from an analysis of the Iniciativa Urbana (2007–2013)’, Cities, 
60, 402–414.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2017b), ‘La Política Urbana de la Unión Europea en España: 
de URBAN a las EDUSI’, TRIA – Territorio della Ricerca su Insediamenti e 
Ambiente-, 18, 47–74.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2018a), ‘The EU urban policy in the period 2007–2013: 
lessons from the Spanish experience’, Regional Studies, Regional Science, 5(1), 
212–230.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2018b), ‘Structural reform, capacity building and good gov-
ernance post 2020 Cohesion. A focus on the urban dimension’, paper presented at the 
European Week of Regions and Cities 2018, Brussels, 8/11-10-2018.

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. (2018c), ‘The introduction of the gender dimension in the 
Urban Agenda for the EU. An analysis and evidence-based recommendations’, paper 
presented at the Conference Inequality and Uncertainty: Current Challenges for 
Cities, Madrid, UNED, June 2018.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Urban National Policy in Spain? A diachronic critical review 243

De Gregorio Hurtado, S. and M. González Medina (2018), ‘Understanding the emer-
gence of the Spanish Urban Agenda: towards a new urban multi-level scenario?’, 
paper presented at the RSA Conference: A World of Flows: Labour Mobility, 
Capital and Knowledge in an Age of Global Reversal and Regional Revival, Lugano 
(Swizerland), 3/6-6-2018.

Esteban Noguera, J. (2011), La ordenación urbanística. Conceptos, herramientas y 
practices, Barcelona: UPC.

European Commission (2008), ‘Fostering the urban dimension. Analysis of the 
Operational Programmes co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund 
(2007–2013)’, working paper of the Directorate-General for Regional Policy.

European Commission (2011), Cities of Tomorrow: Challenges, Visions, Ways 
Forward, Brussels: EU.

European Commission (2016), Guidance for Member States on Integrated Sustainable 
Urban Development (Article 7 ERDF Regulation), Brussels: EU.

González Medina, M. and S. De Gregorio Hurtado (2018), ‘EU Urban Agenda and 
urban development in Spain: a case of Europeanization’, paper presented at the 
seminar organized by the Jean Monnet Chair and Doctoral Programme in Regional 
Planning and Public Policies, Istutito Universitario di Architettura di Venezia, 
12/13-2-2018.

González Medina, M., M. A. Huete, S. De Gregorio Hurtado and J. Carpenter (2017), 
‘Europeización y Política Urbana de la UE: Impacto en las Agendas nacionales de 
España, Francia, Italia, y Renio Unido’, presentado por Moneyba González Medina, 
in XIII Congreso AECPA ‘La fortaleza de Europea. Vallas y puentes’, Santiago de 
Compostela, 20/22-9-2017, http://​www​.aecpa​.es/​uploads/​files/​modules/​congress/​
13/​papers/​1895​.pdf (last accessed 20-11-2018).

López Benítez, M. and Vera Jurado, D. (2005), ‘La ordenación del Territorio: algunos 
datos para la redefinición conceptual y competencial de la materia’, Revista Jurídica 
de Navarra, 40, 163–202.

McCann, P. (2015), The Regional and Urban Policy of the European Union Cohesion, 
Results-Orientation and Smart Specialisation, Cheltenham, UK and Northampton, 
MA, USA: Edward Elgar Publishing.

Ministerio de Economía y Hacienda (2007), Marco Estratégico Nacional de Referencia 
2007–2013, Madrid: Ministerio de Economía y Hacienda.

Ministerio de Hacienda y Administraciones Públicas (without year), Acuerdo de 
Asociación de España 2014–2020, Madrid: Ministerio de Hacienda y Función 
Pública.

Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y Marino (MARM) (2007a), Estrategia 
española de medio ambiente urbano (Borrador de noviembre de 2007), Madrid: 
MARM.

Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medios Rural y Marino (MARM) (2007b), Libro 
verde de medio ambiente urbano. Tomo I, Madrid: MARM.

Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y Marino (MARM) (2009a), Estrategia 
española de medioambiente urbano (EEMAU), Madrid: MARM.

Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y Marino (MARM) (2009b), Estrategia 
española de movilidad sostenible, Madrid: MARM.

Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y Marino (MARM) (2011), Estrategia 
española de sostenibilidad urbana y local (EESUL), Madrid: MARM.

Ministerio de Obras Públicas Transporte y Medioambiente (MOPTMA) (1997), 
‘Informe Nacional de España Habitat II’, http://​habitat​.aq​.upm​.es/​in/​lista​.html (last 
accessed 29-11-18).

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe244

Nel·lo, O. (2011), ‘The five challenges of urban rehabilitation. The Catalan experi-
ence’, Urban Research and Practice, 4(3), 308–325.

Parkinson, M. (2005), ‘Urban policy in Europe: where have we been and where are 
we going’, in E. Antalowsky, J. S. Dangschat and M. Parkinson (eds), European 
Metropolitan Governance: Cities in Europe – Europe in Cities, proyecto NODE 
(Ministerio Austriaco de Educacion, Ciencia y Cultura), pp. 7–32.

Parkinson, M., S. De Gregorio Hurtado and C. Lefèvre (2013), ‘National Policy Spain’, 
in M. Parkinson (ed.), Second Tier Cities and Territorial Development in Europe: 
Performance, Policies and Prospects, Luxembourg: ESPON, pp. 173–200.

Partido Socialista (2016), Programa Electoral. Elecciones Generales 2016, Madrid: 
Partido Socialista.

Partido Socialista Obrero Español (2004), Merecemos una España mejor. Programa 
electoral elecciones generales 2004, Madrid: PSOE.

Podemos (2016), Cambiar España: 50 pasos para gobernar juntos, Podemos.
Pol Méndez, F. (1993), ‘La Recuperación de los Centros Históricos en España’, en 

Jornadas de Estudio ‘Recuperación de Centros Históricos’, Instituto de Estudios 
Almerienses. Almería.

Reiter, R. (2008), ‘The “European City” in the European Union: comparing the 
implementation conditions for the EU’s urban development agenda in Germany 
and France’, in R. Atkinson and C. Rossignolo (eds), The Re-creation of the 
European City: Governance, Territory and Policentricity, Amsterdam: Techne 
Press, pp. 17–38.

RIU (2015), Orientaciones para la definición de estrategias de desarrollo urbano 
sostenible integrado en el periodo 2014–2020, Madrid: RIU.

Romero, J. (2005), ‘El gobierno del territorio en España. Balance de iniciativas de 
coordinación y cooperación territorial’, Boletín de la AGE, 39, 59–86.

Ruiz Sánchez, J. (2000), ‘Planeamiento urbano territorial en Madrid. La experiencia 
reciente’, Urban, 5, 122–142.

Ruiz Sánchez, J. (2013), ‘L’intervention étatique dans la production de sol urbain en 
Espagne’, in L. Coudroy de Lille, C. Vaz and C. Vorms (eds), L’urbanisme espagnol 
depuis les années 1970, PUR Presses Univ. de Rennes – Institut d’urbanisme de 
Paris, pp. 39–54.

Subirats, J. (1992), Un problema de estilo. La formación de políticas públicas en 
España, Madrid: Centro de Estudios Constitucionales.

Tejedor, J. (2013), ‘Nuevos instrumentos de planificación y gestión de la rehabilitación 
y regeneración urbana’, in J. Tejedor (ed.), Rehabilitación y regeneración urbana en 
España. Situación actual y perspectivas, Monografías de la Revista Aragonesa de 
Administración Pública, XV, pp. 27–72.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


245

12.	 Multilevel polycentric governance in 
urban development policies – national 
urban policy structure in Slovakia
Maroš Finka and Milan Husár

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Nearly 20 years of Slovakia’s European Union (EU) membership have been 
significant in multiple and complex economic and social transformation 
processes influencing the country’s urban development. The dynamics of 
these processes have differed across all hierarchical levels from the local 
level through to regional and national ones, as well as across both different 
spheres of social life and different structures of urban social ecosystems. This 
process has brought, in addition to high pressure on formal decentralisation 
of competences among different levels of the territorial government system, 
a reasonably high level of territorial system management disintegration based 
on sectoral division (OECD 2005). Nevertheless, the complexity of urban 
development phenomena and the demand for a prompt response to the current 
challenges displays the need for more integrative approaches and proper 
formal and informal tools. The goal is to overcome the gaps between:

•	 managerial and technical responsibilities for solutions and decision-making 
power over resources;

•	 fragmented territorial government organisation and cumulation of prob-
lems in specific territories;

•	 political and professional views; and
•	 sector-specific and territorially comprehensive approaches.

The process of seeking proper responses has not been a challenge unique 
to Slovakia: contradictory inputs from the EU level, for example through 
sector-based policy determinations from the European Commission (EC) and 
directives on the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), were of little 
help in establishing comprehensive urban policies. Under such premises, the 
concept of multilevel polycentric governance, which outlines new approaches 
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for integrative and integrated urban policies, has been selected and reflected in 
two essential documents that establish the principles of the new urban policy 
in Slovakia: the policy document ‘Urban Development Policy of the Slovak 
Republic by 2030’ (Koncepcia mestského rozvoja Slovenskej Republiky do 
roku 2030) and the report on the fulfilment of the intentions of the Concept 
of the State Housing Policy until 2020 (Ministry of Transportation and 
Construction of the Slovak Republic 2018a; 2018b).

2.	 DEVELOPMENT OF SETTLEMENT SYSTEM 
AND CURRENT CHALLENGES FOR 
TERRITORIAL GOVERNANCE DEVELOPMENT

In 1950, Slovakia, with just 26.2 per cent of its citizens living in towns, was 
a rural country with a low degree of urbanisation. Development from the 1960s 
to the 1980s was characterised by a considerable lag of qualitative changes 
in the structures of settlements compared to quantitative changes, due to 
respecting neither natural nor cultural features of the regions and settlements. 
The concentration of production and job opportunities in cities and towns was 
the primary factor in forming the settlement system in Slovakia, where at the 
same time the concentration of job opportunities had vastly overtaken the 
qualitative development of the environment in the settlement units, including 
the development of housing and services. The planned management of settle-
ment structure development, with its proclaimed objective of achieving social 
equality, was implemented in a distorted way, missing out systematic relations 
and forcing development to the detriment of sustainability of the economic 
and environmental quality of the societal development. As environmental and 
economic aspects, which are essential components of the social dimension for 
an adequate living standard, were ignored, social equity goals could in no way 
have been reached by this approach.

As late as the end of the 1960s, 60 per cent of job opportunities were located 
in urban settlements, even though only 30 per cent of the total population 
was living there. By the 1980s, only 25 per cent of job opportunities were 
to be found in rural settlements, despite the fact that 43 per cent of the total 
population was living there. Therefore, of all economically active people, only 
53.8 per cent were able to find a job within their place of residence while the 
remaining 46.2 per cent commuted (Finka 2002).

This proportion gradually equalised, but even as late as the end of the 1980s, 
in some agglomerations job opportunities not bound to the locally disposable 
workforce still accounted for more than half of all job opportunities.

This development determined the establishment of strong agglomerative 
relations of settlement centres represented by cities and their environments, as 
well as the diffusion of urban ways of life into rural areas. These trends con-
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tinue today and have resulted in a considerable weakening of suburbanisation 
and deurbanisation trends and their spatial and structural attributes typical of 
a settlement structure in developed countries.

The basic urbanisation rate expressed by the share of population living in 
municipalities with more than 5000 inhabitants increased from 26.2 per cent to 
56.1 per cent between 1950 and 1991. This development was accompanied by 
a delay in social and technical infrastructure, a lagging quality of the environ-
ment and a rise in demand for residential places in the cities. There were 307 
dwelling units per 1000 citizens in Slovakia in 1990, whereas in the developed 
European countries there were 420 to 460. The erroneous interpretation of the 
social equity concept was projected through the unification of housing areas, 
not respecting the individual needs or particular demands of citizens. The 
social equity idea was not fulfilled by the centrally planned socialist society 
either in terms of quantitative parameters or in terms of qualitative ones. This 
situation has not changed much in the last decades, and the performance of 
Slovakia in the provision of houses was ranked 25th among OECD member 
states in 2015, lacking approximately 200 000 dwelling units and displaying 
a very uneven distribution across the country (Ministry of Transportation 
and Construction of the Slovak Republic 2018a). Moreover, the most recent 
development has brought on a rather intensive process of suburbanisation, with 
a decrease in the number of inhabitants in the core cities as well as in rural 
areas outside agglomerations and a rise in inhabitants in the urban agglomer-
ation areas outside their core cities. The disparities between this development 
and the adjustment of technical, transport and social infrastructure represents 
one of the biggest challenges for urban development policies.

A stable share of the Slovak population (more than 20 per cent) lives 
where most of the economic activities are concentrated: in the western part of 
Slovakia belonging to the Central European metropolitan region with the core 
agglomeration Vienna–Bratislava. Bratislava is a self-governing region, being 
the agglomeration core in the heart of this metropolitan area, and belongs to 
the wealthiest regions in the EU based on GDP per capita, which is a relevant, 
attractive feature for the further concentration of people and activities. There 
exists a large core–periphery division in Slovakia in terms of private and 
public research and innovation and institutional capacities – Bratislava’s GDP 
is 2.4 times higher than the average for Slovakia and is home to 53 per cent of 
the country’s research capacity (research staff and facilities; Schulz 2019). The 
objective of the EU Cohesion Policy was to decrease the gap in productivity 
and welfare as well as foster growth in a way that also supports territorial 
cohesion between regions (Iammarino et al. 2017). However, several studies 
support the claim that the Cohesion Policy in Central and Eastern Europe never 
improved territorial cohesion and de facto only exacerbated regional dispari-
ties (Faragó and Varró 2016; Lang and Görmar 2019).
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Tension in the housing market, lack of development of public infrastructure 
including social and transport infrastructure, and the precarious economic 
situation of the population are negatively reflected in citizen mobility, even 
though these factors have a stabilising influence concerning the settlement 
structure (Jaššo and Petriková 2016). However, as a consequence of migration 
towards the principal agglomerations there is pressure on the government to 
change the current way in which the population is spread over the country. 
Also, immigrants from abroad will gravitate to these centres. Therefore, it is 
likely that the disparities in population development in specific municipalities 
and regions of Slovakia will increase.

The absence of an economically stronger middle class and a relative 
abundance of areas with development potential for individual housing in the 
medium-sized cities slowed down the process of deurbanisation in a signif-
icant way. At the same time, it facilitated the process of suburbanisation in 
agglomerations. Site and location factors also come into play when it comes to 
investments creating new job opportunities. Still, the change in value systems 
of the population in the context of social transformation determines the balance 
of the impact of this transformation on human and environmental aspects.

In Slovakia, specific developments that have occurred recently can be 
depicted as selective re-urbanisation. The dynamics of population growth 
can slow down rapidly, and this slowdown is mainly related to a decreasing 
turnover of the urban population. Changes in population value systems, along 
with the changing economic and environmental conditions, make city centres 
more attractive, primarily the centres of supra-regional and international 
significance and the urban settlements within their agglomerations. This devel-
opment has been reflected in the halting of the rapid decrease in the number 
of small municipalities with up to 5000 inhabitants and in the increase in the 
number of cities with over 20 000 inhabitants. With the overall stabilisation of 
the population numbers, the increase in cities of over 20 000 citizens has been 
minimised, the decrease in the number of municipalities of between 10 000 
and 20 000 citizens has been stopped, and the population in the municipalities 
of between 500 and 10 000 citizens has increased slightly. The process of 
suburbanisation in the metropolitan region of Bratislava has been driven by 
European integration, in the context of which, in 2007, the state borders creat-
ing the borders of Bratislava, which lies at the triangle of the Slovak, Austrian 
and Hungarian borders, became Schengen borders. The gap between the very 
high real estate prices in Bratislava (comparable with the prices in some core 
districts in Vienna) and prices in neighbouring municipalities in Hungary and 
Austria, together with their well-developed transport connections to Bratislava, 
generated the flow of migration from the city towards rural municipalities in 
the Hungarian and Austrian parts of the Vienna–Bratislava agglomeration.
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For the past two decades, the development of urban structure in the Slovak 
Republic has primarily been influenced by the processes of transformation 
from an industrial to a post-industrial society. Currently, it is being influenced 
by a transformation towards Industry 4.0, directly impacting on more than 45 
per cent of workplaces in the national economy, which is dominated by the 
automotive industry (Zajko and Brighton 2015). There is a change in the nature 
of the configuration of the vital economic sources and their accessibility. 
These sources are now represented by knowledge and information and their 
distribution is not bound to the physical structures and location characteristics 
of the source and the user. It means that accessibility to the key sources of 
economic development is not location dependent but relies on the development 
of appropriate infrastructure and literacy, directly bound to implementing 
deliberative planning activities, either sectoral or cross-sectoral.

Apart from loosening the spatial relationships, these processes give rise to 
the new temporal and spatial structures that direct the rhythm of life in the 
settlements. These new temporal and spatial structures change the conditions 
of accessibility not only with regard to employment opportunities and edu-
cational and recreational facilities but also with regard to social and other 
services. The different efficacy and availability of these activities is much less 
dependent on technological parameters than on organisational and operational 
parameters that are influenced mainly by effective activity planning. This has 
been clearly shown during the COVID-19 crisis, where organisational inter-
ventions allowed the flexible temporal functional transformation of service 
infrastructure to cover specific demands and to make selected services acces-
sible even given the limited mobility of citizens.

With the changing profile of the labour force towards higher flexibility, the 
conditions of following a career in the labour market shift as well. On the one 
hand, it loses its spatial ties, while bringing the threat of exclusion of precari-
ous social groups. An increase in productivity means an inevitable reduction in 
working time and thus a decrease in the required capacity of the labour force. 
Greater flexibility in the labour force brings in new requirements for recrea-
tional activities and the quality of the housing environment. Nevertheless, it 
means the diminishing of disposable job opportunities, particularly in terms of 
poorly educated groups of a lower social status, which can, without a deliber-
ate planning intervention, lead to the social degradation of some settled areas.

3.	 TERRITORIAL GOVERNANCE AT LOCAL AND 
REGIONAL LEVEL AND URBAN POLICIES

The administrative structure of the Slovak Republic consists of a polycentric 
network of 141 cities and 2749 rural municipalities. Only ten cities have more 
than 50 000 inhabitants. Of the 2890 municipalities in total, more than 65 per 
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cent are municipalities with fewer than 1000 inhabitants, representing only 
around 16 per cent of the total population of Slovakia (Statistical Office of 
the Slovak Republic 2020). Statistically speaking, based on the number of 
inhabitants living in municipalities with the official status of cities, Slovakia is 
a rural country, although the majority of inhabitants live in cities and towns in 
urban agglomerations and their way of life is urban and work-oriented, using 
services and spending the majority of their lifetime in an urban environment. 
This is in contradiction with the common definition adopted by the European 
Commission and the OECD in 2011 for the purpose of comparing cities. In 
this definition, a city is defined by density values, population size and a link 
to the political level (i.e. a form of local self-government). In terms of density, 
at least 50 per cent of the population must live in an urban centre (defined by 
density and a minimum number of 50 000 inhabitants) and at least 75 per cent 
of the population of the urban centre lives in a city (which usually is the case 
when the city is a municipality) (Dijkstra and Poelman 2012). Based on this 
definition, there are only ten cities in Slovakia.

According to current legislation, it is possible to declare a municipality 
a city or a town even if the settlement has fewer than 5000 inhabitants, as long 
as it is an economic, administrative and cultural or tourism centre (or spa area), 
it provides services for the inhabitants of the surrounding municipalities, it 
has a secured transport connection with the surrounding municipalities, and at 
least a part of the built-up area within the territory is of urban character (Act 
no. 369/1990 Coll.).

With the introduction of directly elected bodies of local self-government in 
1990, a dual model of public territorial administration comprising state bodies 
and self-governmental bodies at the local level started to be implemented 
in Slovakia. Despite remarkable progress in the democratisation of public 
administration and the handing over of a considerable part of competencies 
and responsibilities for properties and public finances to local governments, 
a somewhat centralised model of public administration persisted in the period 
of 1990–2001. Although eight regions and 79 districts were established as an 
intermediate tier of subnational government by the 1996 Act on Territorial and 
Administrative Division (SR No. 221/1996), the introduction of new concepts 
of decentralisation and modernisation of public administration was delayed 
until 2001 when the dictum of the Slovak Constitution was fulfilled by adopt-
ing the Act on Self-Government of Regions (SR No. 302/2001). This opened 
the way to the establishment of another level of territorial governance in the 
form of self-governmental regions and the election of regional parliaments 
in 2002. This wave of decentralisation led to the transfer of more than 300 
competencies from the state administration to the municipalities and regions, 
not only strengthening the system of representative democracy but also creat-
ing new and improved conditions for direct democracy as well, especially in 
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terms of participation of the public and private (entrepreneurial, civic) sector 
in decision-making at the level of cities, municipalities and regions. With 
Act 416/2001 on decentralisation and transition of competences from state 
government bodies to self-government bodies at regional and local level, key 
competencies in spatial development, including those concerning urban issues, 
have been shifted to the respective self-governing bodies.

Even though the objectives of decentralisation and delegation of power have 
been achieved, for example through the shift of competences from the national 
to the regional and local level, disparities still persist. In fact, the presence of 
numerous imbalances between the responsibilities and competencies shared 
by state and self-government bodies impacts the efficiency, flexibility and 
rationality of the whole public administrative system. The problem represents 
a considerable fragmentation of self-governing units at the local level, with 
2890 municipalities and a high heterogeneity within the eight self-governing 
regions not appropriately equipped with competencies, financial resources 
and structures for inter-communal coordination. By contrast, there is the state 
governmental system with its dominance of sector approaches, supported in its 
sectorality by EU policies. This silo approach is significant and leads to rather 
inefficient integration and territorial coordination of sectoral policies, exacer-
bated by the territorial division of administrative districts not corresponding 
with self-governmental structures at the regional level. Fragmentation is 
increased by the division of responsibilities for rural, urban, regional and terri-
torial development among three different bodies of central government and the 
dominant role of the tax income redistribution system at the state level. With 
regard to the governance of urban development, the public sector communi-
cates insufficiently and often only formally with the private sector.

The change in attitudes towards developing efficient governance mecha-
nisms built on the principles of multilevel polycentric governance is gradual 
and particularly concentrated in those localities where civic society is well 
organised in non-governmental organisations (NGOs) comprising professional 
organisations and initiatives. It applies especially in urban areas and in areas 
with higher educated populations. The increased responsibility of the local 
councils also accentuates the need for changes in communication among the 
public authorities, citizens and the private sector.

Classical methods of communication with citizens are going to be aug-
mented with new effective forms of public participation in the management of 
public issues – public participation in formulating the visions, principles and 
goals for city development, definition of programmes, projects and measures 
through public meetings, involving people in the dialogues around particular 
planning and programming documents, discussion groups (e.g. implementa-
tion of the Urban Development Agenda 2030, see below), and recently, more 
and more in looking for practical solutions facing the problems of critical 
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resource management, climate change effects mitigation or crisis management 
during the COVID-19 crisis.

The model of public administration in the Slovak Republic assumes ter-
ritorial sovereignty and subsidiarity across two levels of self-governmental 
bodies and accordance between the authorities responsible for the management 
of the territory and the planning documents at the local and regional level. 
It conversely means decision-making sovereignty for municipalities and the 
right to procure land and approve land-use plans and structural plans for 
their territories. However, they can’t act in contradiction to the decisions and 
territorial development plans approved at the regional level. Governance of 
urban development follows the objective of sustainability and an increase in 
the quality of life of people. An increase in the quality of urban life requires an 
increase in the quality of the environment, as well as the growth of the urban 
economy and the development of technical and social infrastructure.

3.1	 Instruments for Urban Governance

Good governance of the city and the right political decisions need to be fol-
lowed up by well-prepared and broadly accepted plans of a high professional 
quality and, at the same time, a broad public involvement. There is a need for 
continual, complex and updated information for assessing indicators of urban 
life quality and for submitting alternative solutions for the development of 
different spheres of urban life. Municipalities in Slovakia dispose of several 
instruments for governing urban development and increasing the quality of life 
of their citizens. These include planning instruments (regulation and develop-
ment of territory), economic instruments (taxes, financial tools), enactment of 
norms (generally binding municipal by-laws related to their tasks) and human 
resources (selection of qualified staff, the election of mayors and councillors).

Planning instruments create two types of integrative, but not well-interlinked, 
planning systems:

•	 Land-use planning with the dominance of indicative territorial planning 
documents at the national (Spatial Development Perspective of Slovakia), 
regional, local and sub-local level (territorial/land-use plans/zoning) as 
mid- to long-term instruments of regulation of territorial development, 
having the character of generally binding documents;

•	 Strategic socio-economic development planning with its economic 
planning instruments related to spatial and urban development in the 
hands of state government (National Regional Development Strategy) 
and regional and local self-governments (Programmes of Social and 
Economic Development of regions, groups of municipalities and munici-
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palities) as short- to mid-term instruments with rather weak binding effects 
(Ondrejička and Finka 2016).

Each planning decision, either in the system of strategic socio-economic devel-
opment planning or the system of land-use planning, is a political decision, 
even though its background is usually a professional concept.

Multiple sectoral planning activities complement these two systems (e.g. 
environmental and landscape planning, health care policy, educational policy, 
waste management planning, transport planning) covering different fields of 
responsibilities on different levels of the state-government and self-government 
bodies. These activities are – in theory – coordinated by land-use planning and 
strategic socio-economic development planning, but the level of autonomy in 
relation to these activities is relatively high.

For the governance of local development, municipalities can issue generally 
binding municipal by-laws which regulate social relations at the local level. 
These by-laws are binding for all physical and legal entities that permanently 
or temporarily settle in the municipality. An important instrument of urban 
governance is its sovereignty. Each municipality can define its organisational 
structure independently and employ staff using its own criteria.

The real decision-making power of self-governing territorial bodies in rela-
tion to urban development in Slovakia depends on the economic power of par-
ticular cities. There are significant differences in the level of economic, social 
and environmental development among regions, cities and municipalities of 
Slovakia (OECD 2019), and thus the degree of decision-making autonomy 
of cities and municipalities, as determined by the availability of their own 
resources, also differs. This can be seen from the data from recent decades 
showing that more than 95 per cent of total public investment in the state has 
been financed from EU structural and investment funds where the priorities 
have been defined by the EU and the national government and only seldom by 
local governments.

From the viewpoint of the governance of local development, the limiting 
criterion is the size and population structure of municipalities suffering 
from a high level of fragmentation as stated above. Due to the recent estab-
lishment of polycentric governance structures that are based on shared and 
delegated competences of newly established inter-communal coordination 
and cooperation, there are many challenges that affect municipalities. These 
challenges relate to limited financial resources as well as to constraints in 
finding professional experts on management who are able to lay the basis for 
decision-making processes that require inter-municipal participation. This is 
important in a context that is characterised by the territorial dispersion of urban 
society in regional systems. Achieving the objectives of urban development 
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policies cannot be bound predominantly to the municipal level but is a subject 
of integrated and integrative policies at the regional level.

4.	 URBAN DEVELOPMENT POLICY OF 
THE SLOVAK REPUBLIC BY 2030 AS AN 
INSTRUMENT OF MULTILEVEL POLYCENTRIC 
GOVERNANCE

The two-year-long process of the formulation of national urban development 
policy, with the participation of representatives of the city and munici-
pality associations, professionals from public administration, experts and 
non-governmental organisations, involved intensive work within several the-
matic working groups, and discussions in cities and regions across the whole 
of Slovakia as well as consultations with ministries and other public bodies. 
The arrangement of proper institutional structures for the implementation of 
the above-described framework was broadly discussed. At the centre of this 
discussion was the horizontal and vertical division of responsibilities and the 
potential of the institutional system to act efficiently in reacting to identified 
problems and challenges. During this debate, the need for a transition from 
government to governance became clear. Similarly to the debates at the 
European level, where governance is one of the main keys to succeeding in the 
process of European integration (Committee of Regions 2020), an increasingly 
active role of particular municipalities, cities and regions in the process of set-
tlement development and implementation of urban development policies can 
be seen. At the same time, the ongoing process of decentralisation in Central 
and Eastern Europe brings an imbalance between their responsibilities, com-
petencies, available resources and capacities as well as a lack of coordination 
between them and between different levels of policy implementation. This 
problem is underlined by their exposure to the intercommunal, interregional 
and international competition as well as an increasing regional polarisation 
(Lang 2015). An immediate response to this situation is an attempt to reflect 
major changes in governance in the European Union, where not only has the 
system started to become a multilevel one with different decision-making 
centres at different levels (Hooghe and Marks 2003), but there is an increasing 
tendency to invite representatives from outside the hierarchical administrative 
arrangement to participate in decision-making (Jordan 2008; Rosenau 1997).

There are many definitions of multilevel governance, but what the majority 
of them have in common is that they describe processes of the reallocation of 
authority away from central states (Schakel 2016), that is, better coordination 
between the hierarchical, top-down levels and the sectoral, problem-oriented 
jurisdictions. This is done in order to foster transparent, open and inclusive 
policymaking processes, policy efficiency and policy coherence, and in order 
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to promote participation and partnership and budget synergies, as well as 
to respect subsidiarity and proportionality in policymaking and ensure the 
maximum protection of fundamental rights across all levels of governance 
(Committee of Regions 2014). Multilevel governance is characterised by flex-
ibility and adaptability (Ostrom, Tiebout and Warren 1961), self-organisation, 
spontaneous development and experimentation (McGinnis 1999) and dealing 
with fuzziness, that is, managing the increased mobility of citizens and their 
territorial ‘sense of belonging’ (Finka et al. 2015). Territorial sense of belong-
ing signifies a new dimension to the term ‘belonging’ concerning the shift 
from the local to the supra-local and regional level, and even decreases the role 
of territorial belonging in favour of factually belonging. The diversity of ref-
erence qualities for the definition of territorial ‘belonging’ leads to the overlap 
of reference spaces. Growing interdependences across territorial unit borders 
(municipalities, regions, national states) come up against traditional territorial 
sovereignty (Finka and Kluvánková 2015).

The Urban Development Policy of the Slovak Republic (UDP SR) by 2030 
is the first national conceptual document that directly addresses urban devel-
opment matters in this regard. This document was prepared by the Ministry of 
Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic as the responsible central 
state administration body and adopted by Government Resolution no. 5/2018 
of 10 January 2018. By adopting the UDP SR, the Government of the Slovak 
Republic has committed to the development of cities playing a significant role 
in the economy and societal development and to promoting sustainable urban 
development by introducing a set of specific measures as defined in this policy 
document.

The priority tasks defined in this document cover two main areas in which it 
is necessary to apply systemic changes: cooperation and coordination among 
various actors and levels and structural changes with reference to pressing 
challenges such as data availability, environmental protection, urban mobility 
and funding.

The progress in implementation will be monitored and regularly reported 
to the Ministry of Transport and Construction, the Government of the Slovak 
Republic and, above all, to the stakeholders – the members of the Platform for 
Development of Slovak Cities and Towns initiated by this Ministry (made up 
of representatives of cities, experts, professionals from public administration, 
academia, NGOs and citizens’ representatives). Along with this, specialised 
studies will be conducted, public events organised and general publicity 
ensured.

The implementation of the UDP SR as adopted is just the first stage of 
strengthening the integrated sustainable urban development, not only in the 
cities, but also in their functional urban areas. These are understood as func-
tional territorial units defined by natural ties of interdependences and collabo-
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ration between the city core and peri-urban municipalities, or by collaboration 
agreements. Hence they can be considered a practical implementation of the 
principle of multilevel governance in decision-making (LUMAT 2019, p. 9). 
To get adequate results, it is necessary to invest focused attention in all aspects 
of development processes and provide long-term support to urban centres and 
their neighbouring municipalities.

The UDP SR was elaborated as a national framework document, generally 
defining principles and a set of measures that aim to:

•	 foster the role of cities in the overall development, emphasising that the 
term ‘urban development’ goes beyond the idea of a city or town as a terri-
tory that is defined purely by its administrative boundaries;

•	 motivate territorial governance bodies to improve their performance and 
monitor the results of the implemented measures;

•	 promote targeted coordination and the involvement of various representa-
tives so that Slovak cities are run better in the long term, can adapt to new 
challenges faster and are sustainable, productive and resilient;

•	 support sharing resources, local capabilities and knowledge as the basis for 
establishing standard solutions and achieving acceptable and sustainable 
results;

•	 highlight the importance of urban development for the overall national 
development;

•	 support a more systematic approach to urban development, to identify and 
involve relevant collaborating advocates and define their tasks in urban 
development and its governance.

The UDP SR underlines its coherence with the constitutionally established 
competencies of public administration, including self-government, as well 
as the need to strengthen the connections between the city or town and its 
functional territory, between municipalities and self-governing regions, and 
between urban and rural areas. This should be supported by mechanisms that 
enable the active engagement of partners from different levels of government, 
the private sector and the public in the entire cycle of urban development.

The UDP SR addresses both the state administration and self-governmental 
bodies, focusing on their responsibilities for urban development in the multi-
level subsidiary system of territorial governance. The policy itself is embedded 
into the ongoing reform processes of this system in order to allow synergistic 
effects in favour of urban development and its better and more efficient gov-
ernance, including better cross-sectoral coordination that also brings added 
value to other sectoral policies. The UDP SR determines the essential starting 
points for further urban development, bringing suggestions as to the main 
directions and approaches. It has no ambition to be a strategy as this should 
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be embodied in a more comprehensive and integrative development strategy 
with strong contextual interlinks to the regional and local specifics reflected 
in more targeted and measurable goals. Considering the autonomy in the 
decision-making of municipal self-governments, this cannot be enforced by 
state power.

The target groups of the urban policy are the local and regional 
self-government bodies, mainly focusing on urban municipalities as a special 
category among municipalities under the Slovak jurisdictional legislation. The 
document encourages inter-municipal cooperation within functional urban 
areas. In the case of Slovakia, such collaboration is mainly motivated by 
a more efficient provision of public services, support for the local economy 
and employment. Even though rural and urban developments have different 
parameters, and the outcome always depends on their capacities, they can 
complement each other. The central premise should be that all advocates are 
interested in overall prosperity.

As stated in the UDP SR, urban development should be based on the prin-
ciples of sustainable development, encouraging the combination of economic, 
social, environmental and cultural targets based on an integrated planning 
approach.

4.1	 Vision and Principles of National Urban Development as 
Defined in the UDP SR1

The participatory process of the UDP SR, including representation of the key 
stakeholders’ groups as well as leading professionals in the field of urban and 
spatial planning, not only allowed the vision of urban development in Slovakia 
to be shaped, but also proposed generally beneficial and applicable principles 
and a comprehensive set of measures aspiring to improve conditions for 
urban development. It led to the establishment of the permanent exchange of 
information, ideas and opinions useful for sustainable urban development and 
contributed to the broader public debate on urban development.

The vision brought by this document builds on the complexity of the 
sustainable urban development concept and the understanding of urban devel-
opment governance as a permanent process that needs to be undertaken in 
order to make cities and towns in Slovakia more sustainable and resilient to 
internal and external turbulences and influences, and provide the conditions for 
a higher standard of living.
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To secure the sustainable and productive development of cities and towns 
considering the high level of autonomy of territorial self-governmental bodies, 
the UDP SR formulates the following vision of urban development in Slovakia:

Urban areas in Slovakia will be managed in such a manner that they will ensure 
a healthy living environment for a high standard of living through the provision of 
a diverse range of job opportunities, adequate housing and services as well as envi-
ronmental protection, and a high quality of urban and architectural solutions. The 
productivity of Slovak cities and towns will be based on the efficient and sustainable 
capitalisation of their own resources, and added value generated by their economic 
base. (Ministry of Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic 2018b, p. 27, 
own translation)

To achieve the standards outlined by the vision, the UDP SR formulates three 
specific principles for sustainable urban development in Slovakia, which 
should be followed by all representatives in planning and implementing par-
ticular urban development strategies:

•	 Strategic decision-making – based on a responsible utilisation and val-
orisation of available resources (material, human, financial) with the best 
possible development of their potential. It will respond to local needs and 
global trends; planned goals and measures will be hierarchically prioritised 
and their implementation continuously monitored, evaluated and updated.

•	 An integrated approach – development will be based on an integrated hori-
zontal (cross-sectoral and economic, social, environmental and cultural) 
as well as vertical interconnection and cooperation among representatives, 
including the private and civil sectors.

•	 Comprehensive development of functional urban areas – development 
will be based on intensive cooperation beyond administrative boundaries 
of self-governments, using multilevel governance, mutual coordination of 
individual activities and measures, and a mutual exchange of information 
and effective models.

The UDP SR defines the following as the preconditions for achieving the 
vision of productive cities and towns and providing a healthy environment and 
a high living standard:

•	 well-defined municipal responsibilities and funding frameworks;
•	 good governance including place-based strategies in planning and manage-

ment of urban areas based on correct data, while still applying an integrated 
approach;

•	 strategies focused on creating favourable conditions for the development of 
a functioning economy while reflecting demographic, environmental and 
society potentials and challenges and applying the requirements for a good 
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quality physical structure and urban environment, including efficient and 
sustainable urban mobility.

To support progress over the medium term, the UDP SR identifies areas 
requiring changes and priority tasks, defines deadlines and responsibilities, 
and frames the cooperation of involved representatives in a more systematic 
way towards an optimal targeted urban development in Slovakia.

As the main areas of necessary changes, the UDP SR, in line with the 
above-listed principles and priorities, has identified the following two:

•	 strengthening the role of urban development in the context of regional 
development, partnership and cooperation;

•	 implementing structural changes in city governance.

4.2	 Strengthening the Role of Urban Development in the Context of 
Regional Development, Partnership and Cooperation

The UDP SR respects the existing legal environment in which all municipal-
ities, irrespective of their size and nature, or urban or rural character, have 
the same responsibilities. At the same time, it underlines the challenge of 
integrating urban development into the comprehensive spatial development, in 
which cities and towns used to be the cores of functional urban areas as well as 
the centres of the economic, social and cultural life of the inhabitants of more 
extensive territories. To balance these two, the UDP SR looks for ways to 
differentiate the tasks and searches for objective criteria for the transformation 
of urban development and spatial development policies reflecting them.

An additional challenge addressed within the formulation of the measures 
is the ongoing processes of decentralisation, which have brought about the 
need of a better, evidence-based interdependent coordination of sectoral pol-
icies and approaches while avoiding the frequent contradictions of a sectoral 
approach as applied by various ministries and strategic or conceptual docu-
ments. The UDP SR not only underlines the role of cross-sectoral strategies, 
but also the necessity of an interdisciplinary and multidimensional approach 
for the proper projection of dynamic social and economic development in 
the urban environment. The UDP SR expresses the ambition to engage in the 
ongoing processes of improving state management, aiming at extending the 
intervention logic of strategic planning across the central state administration 
bodies and self-governmental bodies, especially focusing on interdependences 
between responsibilities and resource management, including the public 
financing system.
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Under the complex task of ‘strengthening the role of urban development in 
the context of regional development, partnership and cooperation’, the UDP 
SR defines the following measures:

•	 Prepare an overview of the services provided by municipal authorities, 
local state administration and self-governing regions with an emphasis on 
their interconnection and cooperation. Part of the outline will focus on the 
capital city of Bratislava and the city of Košice (the second largest city in 
Slovakia), with an emphasis on their location and the relationships with the 
city districts;

•	 Participate actively in the process of implementing the strategic planning 
and management system in the state administration and to support the 
synergies between state policies and the strategic objectives of territorial 
self-government, while also securing support for urban development 
within the framework of the National Infrastructure Plan;

•	 Establish a ‘Platform for the Development of Slovak Cities and Towns’, 
with the main aim of providing for a professional discussion on the prin-
ciples and practical applications of integrated urban development and 
management;

•	 Link different existing platforms, providing access to information, support 
tools and examples of best practice in urban development;

•	 Elaborate pilot analysis of the existing cooperation of a selected range 
of urban settlements and their surroundings (functional urban areas) and 
explore positive externalities coming from such a cooperation model for 
municipalities and inhabitants in the given territory, with the possibility of 
proposing the modification of the existing structure and relations within 
the area;

•	 Support the formation and development of territorial cooperative structures 
consisting of urban municipalities and their neighbouring municipalities 
and the preparation of joint integrated planning and strategic documents;

•	 Integrate urban development into the regional development strategy as 
a component of regional and territorial development policy, including the 
identification of specific objectives and tools to support the development of 
cities, towns and functional urban areas;

•	 Include support for the sustainable integrated development of cities, towns 
and functional urban areas among the national priorities in negotiations on 
the future EU Cohesion Policy.
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4.3	 Implementing Structural Changes in City and Town 
Governance

Another difficult task defined by the UDP SR focuses on structural changes in 
the functioning of cities and towns. As a crucial framework for evidence-based 
and place-based urban policies that safeguard sustainable development, the 
UDP SR can monitor the permanent process of systematic monitoring and 
analyse the related processes, allowing early identification of trends and prob-
lems. That is because the measures associated with this complex task specifi-
cally address information and statistical data collection and management. The 
ongoing reform of the statistical data collection system in Slovakia presents 
a good opportunity to improve the quality of data necessary for a sustainable 
urban development management plan and aims to optimise processes and 
introduce a new methodological framework and IT tools, as well as reduce the 
administrative burden on citizens and public and private agencies.

The UDP SR pays attention to the task of strengthening and better balanc-
ing the system of multi-source and hybrid financing of urban development, 
anticipating a drop in the funding of development projects by the European 
Structural and Cohesion Funds. This task is understood as complementary to 
the improvement of the efficiency of public spending.

An important aspect of the development of Slovak urban areas addressed 
by the UDP SR is the threat of increasing social inequality and spatial segre-
gation based on the social status of individuals and groups of the population. 
The policy identifies promotion of a social mix as one of the best answers to 
this problem, along with applying the principles of integrated design, urban 
regeneration and the strengthening of civil society. In this regard, the meas-
ures focused on regeneration of unused, abandoned or neglected areas within 
the built-up areas have a high potential to contribute to their improvement 
(Jamečný and Husár 2016), in addition to being important in preventing urban 
sprawl and in intensifying inner-city structures.

In accordance with the UDP SR, structural changes in urban systems need 
to reflect the challenge of global climate change with its negative impacts on 
the urban environment – or in more specific terms buildings; social, technical 
and transport infrastructures; public spaces; water management and greenery 
or green infrastructure; population health – and also economic activities, espe-
cially agriculture and forestry.

The UDP SR stresses the effects of climate change on increased consump-
tion of energy for cooling in urbanised environments, which will increase the 
demands for energy infrastructure, including safe, sustainable and reliable 
energy production and distribution. The policy applies a systemic approach 
to adaptation to climate change as a crucial task for urban authorities, which 
must be taken into account at the very early stage of urban planning regula-

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe262

tion. Plans and building permissions need to be based on a careful evaluation 
of area vulnerability and the identification of the potential risks and conse-
quences of climate change in all critical areas as a precondition of proposing 
and implementing effective adaptation measures in urban environments and 
communities.

Measures linked to the structural changes in the city and town governance 
are defined by the UDP SR as follows:

•	 Assess the availability of existing data needed for urban development and, 
if necessary, expand, adjust or modify sets of data collected by the National 
Statistical System and other sources;

•	 Analyse the possibility of introducing a pilot support tool to fund urban 
development and analyse the opportunities of expanding support from the 
State Housing Development Fund for revolving financing of projects in the 
area of urban development;

•	 Analyse obstacles to re-using and revitalising the unused, abandoned and 
neglected regions in urban areas and propose support measures;

•	 Promote the improvement of urban accessibility by increasing the take-up 
of public passenger transport (rail, buses, sharing mobility) and by pro-
moting non-motorised transport, building cycling routes and other cycling 
infrastructure;

•	 Encourage urban authorities to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate 
change and support inclusion of adaptation measures in urban planning;

•	 Promote biodiversity protection in urban areas and their surroundings 
(protecting and creating green infrastructure, combining the activities of 
protecting biodiversity and ensuring human health, etc.).

5.	 DRIVING FORCES OF THE CHANGES IN 
URBAN DEVELOPMENT POLICY

As declared in the UDP SR, the new urban policy has been understood and 
elaborated as a national governance tool reflecting the need to react to current 
challenges and problems in urban development in Slovakia. Critical analysis 
of existing policies linked to urban development and of their effects falling 
short of expectations showed the necessity of covering the issues of urban 
development through a profiled urban policy (Government Office of the 
Slovak Republic 2018). Still, a stronger relationship with other comprehensive 
and sectoral policies, represented, first of all, by the Spatial Development 
Perspective of Slovakia and by the National Regional Development Strategy, 
is necessary. Moreover, the increasing dynamics of changes in urban devel-
opment and urban socio-ecosystems’ functioning required a new policy based 
on innovative approaches, applied across the whole hierarchic system of 
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urban governance, able to deal with forthcoming development disparities and 
regional and local specifics.

Although the turbulent and very dynamic urban development determined by 
far-reaching changes and transformation processes in the Slovak economy and 
society after 1989 was more or less successfully framed by the continuity of 
a comprehensive planning system, the new quality achieved by the settlement 
system requires an adequate response in urban development policy across all 
levels of governance. The UDP SR is opening the way to it.

As this new quality is a by-product of economic and societal development, 
the key driving forces of the changes in urban development policy are directly 
linked to the key players of crucial development processes – the transforma-
tion from an industrial towards a post-industrial market economy and from 
post-socialistic representative democracy towards an active civil society. The 
combination of these two main development trajectories brought the ‘fuzz-
ification’ and softening of the separation of different levels of governance 
structures and their territorial division, the multiplication of urban develop-
ment actors, increased spatial effects of their individual decisions, and the 
regionalisation of both local policies and state policies. Urban development 
policy – determined by intensive interplay between all hierarchical levels, 
within different temporal dimensions, between public and private represent-
atives – became less and less the policy of public bodies and more and more 
a joint policy of various urban development advocates, in which public sector 
representatives are more diverse, reaching far beyond the governmental and 
self-governmental bodies.

Although being limited in their operational space by strong economic 
interests, diverse interests expressed by the wider public and contradictions 
between available resources and responsibilities for safeguarding societal 
values and sustainability, the representatives of the public sector play a specific 
role in urban development management. In the context of the development of 
a knowledge-based economy, the quadruple helix (universities–industry–
government–civil society), directly linked to urban environment and its terri-
torial organisation, became a significant concept not only in productive sectors 
but also in the service sector (Zajko and Brighton 2015). The driving forces of 
the development and implementation of smart specialisation concepts in urban 
development in Slovakia are clusters using this concept of innovation-oriented 
partnership, allowing, in addition, the solution of the problem of the limited 
professional capacities of public administration. Implementation of smart 
development concepts including smart governance in Slovak cities brought 
growing engagement of citizens in the numerous NGOs and private sector 
representatives and their involvement not only in the decision-making pro-
cesses, but in the realisation of projects implementing public development 
strategies. As the COVID-19 crisis has confirmed, the engagement of NGOs 
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and the private sector is not limited to their role as players in formulating and 
implementing urban development strategies (as described by Schöffel et al. 
2014), but also extends to crisis management. People are more empowered 
as a result of better participation and inclusion in governance processes and 
thanks to the self-realisation of their power to directly affect decision-making. 
The hierarchic territorial system of governing public bodies as the leading 
actors in decision-making is going to be transformed into a system of polycen-
tric multilevel governance based on multi-actor decision-making processes. 
This process has already been running within the preparatory phase of the next 
EU programming period 2021/2027 and will be supported by the institutional 
reform as planned in the Programme Declaration of the Slovak Government 
for 2020/2024 (Government of the Slovak Republic 2020) and The National 
Reform Programme of the Slovak Republic 2019 (Ministry of Finance of the 
Slovak Republic 2019).

6.	 CONCLUSIONS

The Urban Development Policy of the Slovak Republic by 2030 is the first 
national conceptual document that directly addresses urban development 
matters at the national level. This document, in the form of a concept without 
an ambition to become a strategy, is the result of searching for a compro-
mise between firm embeddedness of the comprehensive spatial development 
strategies reflecting strong urban–rural ties and the need to articulate specific 
principles for urban development policy in reaction to specific problems 
and challenges. The UDP SR was developed and has been implemented via 
a continuously evolving multilevel polycentric governance system, using its 
proximity to the citizens to be more efficient in addressing regional and local 
specifics using capacities across the full spectrum of urban development advo-
cates. The preparatory process of the UDP SR was positively influenced, and 
to a certain extent motivated, by the active involvement of the Slovak repre-
sentatives in the preparation of the HABITAT III New Urban Agenda adopted 
in Quito in 2016. These experts directly participated in the development of the 
UDP SR, taking lead positions in the process. The New Urban Agenda of the 
United Nations along with the New Urban Agenda for the EU, both adopted by 
the Slovak government, created an important political framework that paved 
the way to the adoption of the UDP SR.

The implementation of the UDP SR as adopted is just the first stage of 
strengthening integrated sustainable urban development in cities, towns and 
their functional urban areas in Slovakia and beyond the national border. To get 
solid results it is necessary to activate communities and urban development 
advocates to carry out concentrated actions focused on urban transformation. 
There is the need for a more sustainable and more resilient urban environment 
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and to provide long-term support to the activities of cities across all levels 
of the governance system. The cities and towns in Slovakia, being directly 
involved in the process of UDP SR definition, welcomed the fact that for the 
first time urban policy in Slovakia is covered by a comprehensive conceptual 
document. Nevertheless, they accept with criticism the fact that the document 
does not have any ambition to introduce financial implementation tools. This 
critical point is going to be addressed by the new integrative approaches to 
regional and urban development support (integrated territorial strategies and 
integrated territorial investments at the regional level and the level of func-
tional urban areas with their core cities and towns) that are already in the pre-
paratory phase for the new programming period 2021/27 and in a new act on 
regional development expected in 2021. The need for new urban development 
policies and new approaches in urban governance has been clearly noticed 
during the COVID-19 crisis, and in accordance with political declarations will 
be mirrored in the distribution of post-Covid revival and transition financial 
support.

NOTE

1.	 The Urban Development Policy of the Slovak Republic by 2030 (Koncepcia 
mestského rozvoja Slovenskej Republiky do 2030) was prepared by the Ministry 
of Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic in 2018. The document 
is available at https://​www​.mindop​.sk/​uploads/​media/​dc4765f0d9​0557fb2f4e​
eeed9bdf13​c78f58f128​.pdf.
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13.	 Limited, fragmented and powerless: 
national urban policies in Sweden
Anders Lidström and Nils Hertting

1.	 INTRODUCTION

In a comparative overview of national urban policies in different countries, 
the OECD bluntly stated that ‘Sweden does not have a national urban policy’ 
(OECD 2017, p. 119). There are national initiatives that concern urban matters 
and aim at stimulating urban development, but these have only a low degree of 
coherence and consistency over time in terms of substantive priorities and no 
permanent institutional fixation at the national level. A repeated strategy is to 
launch temporary national projects for stimulating local, more or less informal 
collaboration across more established policy fields of the Swedish welfare 
state without interfering with the strong tradition of local self-government. 
Moreover, such coordination problems seem to be more urgent in large cities. 
In that sense, national urban policy in Sweden stresses an institutional rather 
than a substantive aim.

Is this simply a coincidence, or is there instead a rational logic behind the 
unwillingness to formulate a coherent national urban policy in Sweden, despite 
the growing welfare challenges in the nation’s metropolitan areas? This chapter 
describes the logic of national urban policy initiatives in Sweden and explores 
the reasons behind the lack of a strong national agenda for urban areas.

1.1	 The Position of Local and Regional Governments and Recent 
Reforms with an Urban Impact

The Swedish system of local government comprises two tiers, the 290 munic-
ipalities and the 21 regions. The regions were previously called county coun-
cils, but after being given additional responsibility for regional development 
policies, they have now all been renamed as regions.

Both municipalities and regions are directly elected units of local 
self-government. They have mandatory as well as voluntary functions. 
Municipalities, which represent about two-thirds of the total local government 
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expenditures, are in charge of major welfare functions such as elderly care, 
child care and primary and secondary education. They also have a planning 
monopoly, that is, the right (within the law) to decide for what purpose all land 
within the municipal borders should be used, and the right to grant building 
permits. In addition, they are responsible for infrastructure such as streets 
and roads, for sewage and refuse, and for cultural and leisure institutions. 
For regions, the main function is health care, but regions are also in charge 
of public dental services, regional development, public transport and cultural 
institutions. The main source of local government income is a proportional 
income tax, which is set autonomously by each local and regional council. 
Central government provides additional grants, mainly to contribute to the 
financing of the welfare functions. In total, Swedish local governments repre-
sent about a quarter of the GDP and almost half of total public spending. Local 
governments have a constitutional protection, although this does not include 
the right to challenge central government in the courts (Lidström 2016).

In a comparative European perspective, Swedish local government is among 
the strongest in Europe (Loughlin, Hendriks and Lidström 2011). Despite 
its key role in the national welfare system, it is generally regarded as having 
a high degree of autonomy. The expert-based Local Autonomy Index ranks the 
position of Swedish municipalities as fourth among 39 investigated European 
countries (Ladner et al. 2019). The system also stands out as exceptional 
in the way it relies on political parties and collective decision-making. All 
councillors must represent a political party. Although 95 per cent of the local 
and regional councillors represent one of the parties that are in the national 
Parliament, there are also local parties that have been formed to address local 
issues. The strong role of the political parties is also expressed as a dominance 
of collective forms of decision-making. All decisions in a local authority are 
undertaken by collective bodies, which means that there is no correspondence 
with the individual powers held by continental mayors. For the same reasons, 
means of local direct democracy and popular support for such means are weak 
in Sweden (Lidström 2016; Hertting and Klijn 2017).

In order to strengthen the municipalities and better prepare them for taking 
on expanding welfare responsibilities, they have been the subjects of com-
prehensive territorial reforms on two occasions – in 1952 and 1974. After the 
second reform, a previous distinction between rural and urban municipalities 
was abolished and replaced by just one type of municipality that usually com-
prises both built-up areas and rural countryside. Since then, the term ‘cities’ 
has had no administrative status in national legislation.

The regional level of government has also been reformed through a gradual 
process that was finally completed in 2019. This began with an amalgamation 
of four county councils in West Sweden to establish the region of Västra 
Götaland and with the merging of two counties in the very south to form the 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe270

Skåne region. Urbanization and an increase in commuting areas had made 
previous borders obsolete as people could cross several county borders on their 
way to work. Setting up larger regions was a way of coming to terms with this 
territorial mismatch. The new regions were given additional responsibility for 
regional development policies along with their previous health care responsi-
bilities (Lidström 2010).

The Västra Götaland and Skåne reforms were followed by two attempts to 
carry out corresponding reforms for the country as a whole. All county coun-
cils would be replaced by six to nine larger regions with additional regional 
development functions. The aim was to improve the capacity of the inter-
mediate level of government and to solve remaining problems of mismatch 
between administrative borders and commuting areas. Perhaps surprisingly, 
the Stockholm commuting area would have been exempted. The commuting 
area around Stockholm has for a long time superseded the county of Stockholm 
and currently involves four different counties. In the rest of the country, there 
was a fear that a mega metropolitan region for the whole of greater Stockholm 
would be too dominant, and therefore most suggestions for regional reform 
included dividing this area into two regions – usually a core close to the city of 
Stockholm and the outer commuting area.

However, both attempts to implement a comprehensive reform failed. The 
first initiative, taken by a Social Democratic government, was effectively 
stopped when a non-socialist government came into power in 2006. When the 
Social Democrats returned to power in 2014, in a minority coalition with the 
Environmental Party, the issue was again raised, but it soon turned out that 
there was no majority in the Parliament for the reform. Nevertheless, there was 
support for transferring the main responsibility for regional development func-
tions from central government units at the county level to the elected county 
councils but without any changes of borders. After the completion of this 
reform in 2019, county councils are now officially called regions. However, 
the problem with the mismatch between commuting hinterlands and regional 
borders in parts of the country and, in particular, in Greater Stockholm have 
not been solved.

Local governments in urban areas are not entrusted with any functions other 
than those related to local government generally. Nor are there any compulsory 
units of inter-municipal cooperation in urban areas as in, for example, France. 
Where such units exist, they are entirely initiated by the municipalities them-
selves. For example, the Göteborg region, comprising the city of Göteborg 
and the surrounding 12 municipalities, with a total population of almost one 
million inhabitants, coordinates tasks such as regional planning, upper sec-
ondary education and EU lobbying for the member municipalities. Another 
example is the Umeå region, which comprises Umeå and six municipalities 
in the commuting hinterland. There is no corresponding unit for Greater 
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Stockholm, although the Mälardalen board functions as a joint meeting place 
for municipalities and regions around Lake Mälaren close to Stockholm. There 
are units of inter-municipal cooperation within parts of Greater Stockholm, for 
example for fire protection.

Another feature of Swedish local and regional government is the weakness 
of regional planning instruments for metropolitan areas. Although there are 
means for regional planning in the two largest metropolitan areas of Stockholm 
and Göteborg, these typically cover a smaller territory than the full commuting 
area. The municipalities take part in the planning process but are not bound to 
comply with its results. As the municipalities hold the planning monopoly, they 
make the final decisions about land use. Particularly controversial has been the 
issue of housing planning. With a general shortage of housing in the metropol-
itan areas, some municipalities have decided to build only housing that attracts 
mainly middle- and high-income earners, thereby avoiding an influx of less 
well-off citizens. However, there is currently a tendency to slightly strengthen 
the regional planning instruments, for example by coordinating them with 
regional development plans, although such plans remain advisory.

To summarize, the system of local and regional government in Sweden is 
not aligned with the specific conditions that exist in the urban areas. Further, 
inter-municipal cooperation has been initiated from below rather than by the 
national government. Municipalities have a key role, and instruments for 
regional planning are weak. Central government has been hesitant to inter-
vene in urban matters other than through temporary financial incentives and 
recommendations. Although attempts have been made to formulate a national 
urban policy in Sweden, these have tended to be weak to avoid challenging the 
historically strong position of local self-government. This is a major reason for 
the absence of a strong national urban policy in Sweden.

1.2	 Current Challenges of Urban Areas as Defined in a National 
Agenda

Documents from central government, national agencies and local authorities 
are fairly consistent with regard to the most important urban challenges facing 
Sweden. References are generally made to the need for sustainable develop-
ment of housing and infrastructure, the need to counteract urban deprivation, 
segregation and violence, and the challenges linked to a widening urban–rural 
division.

The first challenge, the need for sustainable development of housing and 
infrastructure, is a response to the general expansion of the metropolitan areas. 
Population growth in the post-industrial era has typically occurred mainly 
in the three largest metropolitan regions and the university cities. The rural 
countryside beyond these areas has suffered from population losses, but many 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe272

small- and medium-sized towns have also stagnated. A major driver in this 
phase of urbanization is the demand for skilled and well-educated labour in 
the expanding knowledge-based trades and the specialization of the labour 
force (Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting 2015; Westlund 2014). The met-
ropolitan areas also attract new immigrants as these areas offer somewhat 
better employment opportunities as well as stronger communities of people of 
similar ethnicities.

In order to host the large influx of new arrivals to the metropolitan regions, 
new housing is constantly required together with an expansion of services and 
communication infrastructure. A special challenge related to housing develop-
ment in the largest metropolitan areas is to ensure that all municipalities con-
tribute by developing housing for all income groups. Wealthy municipalities 
in the Greater Stockholm area have rejected offers of new traffic infrastructure 
as this would involve opening up new areas of rented housing. The planning 
monopoly that gives the municipalities the final say about how the land within 
its borders can be used has a strong tradition and is a key element in local 
self-government.

All this development needs to be environmentally sustainable. It is recog-
nized that new housing and infrastructure should contribute to reducing rather 
than increasing carbon emissions, support the use of renewable energy and 
natural resources, and enhance sustainable forms of transportation and living 
(Swedish Government 2018).

A second challenge in the urban areas is the increasing segregation of rich 
and poor territories, social tensions, and the increase of violence in the most 
vulnerable areas of the major cities and their suburbs. Although still a country 
with a relatively equal income distribution, inequalities increased more in 
Sweden than in any other OECD country between 1985 and 2010 (OECD 
2015). The territorial consequences of these changes is a growing differenti-
ation in the ability to pay for housing, which leads to increasing segregation. 
This type of separation also has an ethnic component as non-European 
immigrants, in particular, are socially at greater risk of unemployment and 
poverty and are overrepresented in the poorest areas. There are also incidents 
of violence and unrest in some of the most vulnerable areas. Swedish police 
authorities have targeted 60 housing areas as being particularly exposed. 
Although both national and local policies have been developed to counteract 
segregation and its consequences, these have not been successful in the past 
(Lidström 2017).

A third urban challenge concerns the increasing tensions between urban 
and rural areas in Sweden, effectively dividing the country in two (Sveriges 
Kommuner och Landsting 2015). The rural countryside and smaller towns 
outside the metropolitan areas and university cities have become trapped in 
a downward spiral of negative population development. Although the periph-
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eral municipalities are compensated for their higher costs for welfare provision 
through a system of municipal equalization, this is not sufficient to stop the 
erosion of services in these areas. In addition, these areas have a much less 
varied labour market.

The negative population development in the countryside has coincided with 
a restructuring of employment opportunities, in particular with the reduction 
of industrial employment. This has contributed to the sense of frustration 
experienced by many people living outside large cities who feel abandoned by 
national decision-makers and see themselves as victims in a rapidly changing 
world. In Sweden as well as in other countries, it has also contributed to the 
growth of anti-immigration and populist parties (Rydgren and Ruth 2013).

2.	 SUCCESSIVE NATIONAL POLICY INITIATIVES

As previously suggested, it is hardly relevant to discuss a comprehensive and 
explicit national urban policy in Sweden. As this section will illuminate, it is 
also difficult, therefore, to trace a clear path of evolvement. It is more accurate 
to describe Swedish national urban policy initiatives as several, sometimes 
parallel, projects and selective attempts to temporarily complement the more 
general policies and services of the Swedish welfare state, acknowledging the 
role of local self-government. Furthermore, although the goal has often been 
framed in terms of substantive outcomes such as ‘breaking segregation’ (social 
sustainability), growth (economic sustainability), and more recently climate 
change and adaptation (ecological sustainability), a recurrent theme of these 
attempts is an aim for coordination and mutual adjustment between different 
public agencies, and between public, private and civil actors. Hence, national 
urban policy initiatives in Sweden seem to have as many institutional as sub-
stantial aims. Below we will describe these features by highlighting several of 
the major national urban policy initiatives from the late 1990s to 2017.

During the 1990s, a number of governmental urban policy investigations 
and programmes for area-based projects within larger cities were carried out 
(The Metropolitan Investigation 1990; Metropolitan Committee 1998). In 
the Swedish context, the area-based ideas were innovative in the sense that 
not only were peripheral regions with decreasing populations and related 
economic problems targeted for extra support, but also the three largest city 
regions, that is, Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö (Andersson 2006). The strat-
egy culminated in the Metropolitan Initiative (Storstadssatsningen), carried 
out between 1998 and 2006 (Palander 2006).

The Metropolitan Initiative had the dual ambition of reducing residential 
segregation and inducing growth in seven municipalities located in the three 
most urbanized areas in Sweden. More precisely, it aimed to (1) ‘give the 
metropolitan regions good opportunities for growth and thus be able to con-
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tribute to new jobs being created both within the regions and in other parts of 
the country’ and (2) to ‘break the social and ethnic discriminatory segregation 
in the metropolitan regions and promote equal living conditions for the inhab-
itants of large cities’ (Swedish Government 1998, p. 30). It was claimed that 
a characteristic of the metropolitan city ‘is that problems are primarily about 
the growing gaps between those who have and those who lack work and own 
income and between native and foreign-born people’ (Swedish Government 
1998, p. 31). The urban policy problem was described as a ‘divided society’ 
characterized by mistrust, irresponsibility, social tensions, insecurity and 
crime.

The two general goals were operationalized into 13 more precise aims, 
including that Swedish metropolitan regions should be able to do well in the 
competition for establishments and investments compared to other European 
metropolitan regions, and that the employment rate in the socially disadvan-
taged residential areas should increase for both men and women (Swedish 
Government 1998, pp. 30f). In short, the Metropolitan Initiative was a broad 
catalogue – an umbrella – of objectives that related to many, if not most, policy 
sectors of the Swedish welfare state (Hertting and Vedung 2009).

As the key implementation mechanism of the initiative, local development 
agreements (lokala utvecklingsavtal) were introduced. This innovation was 
launched as a Swedish contribution to the EU Commission’s Peer Review 
process in order for it to be spread among the Member States as ‘best practice’. 
The underlying doctrine was quite sophisticated (Hertting and Vedung 2009). 
The national government’s catalogue of goals, combined with economic 
‘carrots’ and informative sermons, aimed to trigger plans for neighbourhood 
development by involving different types of actors at the local level. The plans 
were assembled by the municipalities as the basis for negotiations with the 
national government, which eventually rendered local development agree-
ments. The interministerial Metropolitan Delegation was organized within the 
government to handle the practical aspects of governing through local devel-
opment agreements. The local development agreements were transformed into 
approximately one thousand smaller projects with a variety of local actors 
(municipal, state, private, residents) involved.

To be fair, local development agreements as an urban policy measure were 
not entirely new. The idea had been tested on a small scale in the early 1990s 
but was radically scaled up in the Metropolitan Initiative. When the programme 
ended eight years later in 2006, more than SEK four billion had been invested 
in projects through local development agreements. Despite its temporary char-
acter, the Metropolitan Initiative had long-term goals. The explicit idea was 
that the agreements should serve as a vehicle for ‘meta-governance’ (Hertting 
and Vedung 2009, p. 199) and a stimulator of continued voluntary area-based 
local collaboration. Hence, after eight years with state grants through the 
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development agreements, local public, private and civil actors were expected 
to continue to conduct coordinated development but without the additional 
national resources. The long-term goal of reducing segregation should now 
be achieved with the existing legal framework and within ordinary financial 
resources of national and local authorities, the Social Democratic government 
declared in its budget proposal in 2005.

In October 2006, a new non-socialist government was installed, and a few 
years later, the Urban Development Policy was presented as a new ‘policy 
area’ in the Swedish national budget. Urbanity was seen as enhancing eco-
nomic growth, and the focus was on the development of socially deprived 
urban neighbourhoods. No extra money was allocated, but within their regular 
frameworks, the various national authorities for employment, policing and 
social insurance were instructed to collaborate with local actors. Hence, 
instead of continuing with local collaboration and local development agree-
ments developed through negotiations with municipalities, the initiative was 
now coming from above.

In the coming years, faith in these kinds of area-focused national urban 
policy initiatives gradually faded. The evaluations of both the Metropolitan 
Initiative and the Urban Development Policy did not offer much evidence of 
progress. In an evaluation from 2012, the National Authority of Housing con-
cluded, ‘the urban development work is characterized by contradictory goal 
formulations. The actors in the city districts almost daily face goal conflicts. 
(…) Short-term efforts that address symptoms rather than the underlying 
causes risk being constantly in conflict with long-term goals’ (Boverket 2013).

During the same period, the overall urban policy agenda started to change. 
Environmental goals and climate change were added as important aims of 
the national decisions that were framed as urban policy. For instance, a new 
Delegation for Sustainable Cities was established with the main aim of stim-
ulating construction projects that could reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 
Again, local collaboration between a range of local public, private and civil 
actors was regarded as a key measure, if not an aim in itself. The purpose was 
to establish an arena for cooperation, an exchange of experience, and knowl-
edge dissemination across sector boundaries. Between 2008 and 2012, a total 
of 98 local projects received support.

The Delegation for Sustainable Cities followed a logic similar to that of 
the Metropolitan Initiative by using temporary pushes to realize ‘a holistic 
view, collaboration and organizational system thinking, as opposed to today’s 
sector-based downpipe thinking and downpipe action where every actor prior-
itizes his or her special interest, and each problem is handled separately from 
other problems’ (Delegation for Sustainable Cities 2012, p. 16). However, in 
terms of financial resources, the delegation did not even come close to having 
those that were at the disposal of the Metropolitan Initiative.
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A further measure was the Swedish Urban Development Platform, which 
was a joint effort by several central government agencies aiming at coordi-
nating and stimulating sustainable growth through knowledge sharing and 
collaboration. It was launched in 2014, coordinated by the National Board 
of Housing, Building and Planning (Boverket), and it involved Sweden’s 13 
largest cities. The platform was connected to the EU URBACT programme 
that attempted to foster sustainable integrated urban development in cities 
across Europe.

The next initiative came in 2017, when the government established the 
Council for Sustainable Cities. This was a forum comprising a large number 
of national sector agencies with the aim of supporting municipalities in their 
work on long-term sustainable urban and social development. Its overall ambi-
tion was to develop and suggest strategies for the implementation of the new 
national policy for ‘Living Cities’ (Swedish Government 2018). The objective 
of handling the several different dimensions of sustainability at the same time 
was emphasized more explicitly than before:

Sustainable urban development is based on a holistic view of how cities should 
cover environmental, social and economic dimensions. It is about achieving good 
habitats, i.e. well-functioning and robust cities designed so that they are for every-
one. The design of the physical environment can contribute to reducing segregation, 
increasing social cohesion and providing the conditions for achieving national 
climate and environmental goals. (Swedish Government 2018, p. 4)

Compared to previous national urban policy initiatives, the focus was now 
much more on ecological aspects. In accordance with international policy dis-
courses, the city is simultaneously framed as a climate problem and a climate 
change solution:

Especially in cities, proximity and accessibility to different functions make it 
possible for more people to manage their everyday life without their own car and 
thus it is possible to increase the proportion of transports that take place by public 
transport, walking and cycling. Traffic planning, regarding both passenger and 
freight transport, is therefore a central part of a national policy for sustainable urban 
development. (Swedish Government 2018, p. 4)

Although the aim of the Strategy for Liveable Cities is to outline a new and 
coherent national policy for sustainable cities, the general impression is one of 
remaining fragmentation. Indeed, no fewer than 45 different policy measures 
are mentioned as relevant for the implementation of the strategy.

A parallel effort by central government has been to enhance the building of 
new residential housing through joint funding of local and regional infrastruc-
ture. As the municipalities have the planning monopoly, central government 
has attempted to stimulate new housing development through co-funding of 
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traffic infrastructure. One example is the National Negotiation on Housing and 
Infrastructure, which is a series of agreements between central government 
and regional and local authorities aiming at improving the urban infrastructure. 
Major infrastructure projects have been initiated and are underway in Greater 
Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö, including new railways, subways and high-
ways. Central government promises to co-finance new traffic infrastructure if 
local governments commit to housing development. The National Negotiation 
has also made agreements with local and regional interests in order to establish 
a high-speed rail network between the three major cities (OECD 2018).

Although the support for the municipal planning monopoly is strong, the 
need for a regional perspective on housing development is gaining support. In 
the latest revision of the Planning Act in 2018, regional planning instruments 
were made compulsory, initially in Greater Stockholm and in the Skåne region, 
although these still remain only advisory. These instruments are likely to be 
followed by corresponding requirements in other parts of the country.

As this overview has illustrated, although central government and national 
agencies have initiated policies targeting urban and metropolitan areas in 
Sweden, these are far from comprehensive or direct (d’Albergo 2010). Typical 
for urban policies in Sweden, these programmes contain no instruments of 
intervention from central government but are instead a list of various means to 
stimulate development, mainly through targeted financial support to munici-
palities or via initiatives to coordinate different public and private actors.

3.	 WHICH ACTORS ARE DRIVING THE CHANGES?

Not only is coherent national urban policy missing in Sweden; notably, none of 
the national political parties are pursuing any such agenda. The political parties 
provide extensive lists on their websites of all policy areas for which they have 
statements, but none of them identify metropolitan, urban or city policies (stor-
stadpolitik, stadspolitik, urban politik) as distinctive policy areas. Although 
they all pursue policies that concern the urban space, this is presented under 
more restricted labels such as housing policy, public transport, infrastructure, 
segregation and socially exposed areas.

Despite the lack of interest from the national political parties, successive 
governments consisting of these parties, both socialist and non-socialist, have 
initiated relatively comprehensive urban programmes, some of which have 
been discussed in the previous section. For example, a Social Democratic gov-
ernment launched the Metropolitan Initiative, whereas the Urban Development 
Policy was initiated by a non-socialist government. The Strategy for Liveable 
Cities was the proposal of a Social Democratic–Environmental Party coalition 
(Swedish Government 2018).
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This type of weak urban policy is also in line with the demands of the 
interest organization that represents Swedish local governments, the Swedish 
Association of Local and Regional Governments (SALAR). They favour 
a national urban policy that provides preconditions for the development of 
sustainable cities and towns but refrains from interfering with sub-national 
self-government. Instead, it should originate from and support the municipal 
and regional levels of government. National urban policies should respect 
the principle of subsidiarity and local self-government. This type of urban 
policy has also been requested by civil society organizations, such as those 
representing architects and real estate interests. In 2011, three national author-
ities, the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning; Formas (the 
research council for sustainable development); and the Swedish Museum of 
Architecture suggested that the Swedish government should develop a national 
urban policy. A key argument was that it was needed to overcome sector 
boundaries and to coordinate state and municipal initiatives.

EU urban initiatives have been influential for the Swedish policy, at least 
in the sense that the government explicitly refers to the EU in its Strategy 
for Liveable Cities (Swedish Government 2018). EU initiatives include the 
Urban Agenda that aims at stimulating sustainable urban development, the 
structural funds that are increasingly being used to address urban problems, 
and the interregional cooperation within the URBACT programme. These 
programmes emphasize voluntary coordination of networks, development of 
knowledge for sustainable cities, and the sharing of experiences. However, 
during the programme period 2014–2020, urban development has also become 
increasingly important within the EU cohesion policies. Urban initiatives 
have been prioritized by the structural funds covering the three Swedish met-
ropolitan areas of Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö. Resources are allocated 
to support entrepreneurship, innovation and a carbon-free economy (Swedish 
Government 2018).

4.	 SPECIFIC POLICIES

4.1	 Urban Housing Crisis, National Housing Policy Discourse and 
Local Housing Responses

On the one hand, housing policy has been a pivotal part of the Swedish univer-
sal welfare model. On the other, the intervention logic of housing policy has 
always been deviant in relation to most other welfare sectors, such as social 
and school policy. The current housing policy goal was formulated by the 
Parliament in 2008. It states that the ultimate aim of Sweden’s housing policy 
is to provide ‘well-functioning housing markets where consumers are offered 
a range of housing that meets their needs’. Notably, it stresses that housing 
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for all should be distributed through markets. However, this formulation is 
not a reflection of the New Public Management era but instead originated 
in the late 1940s, when national housing policy established that government 
should stay away from direct public allocation of housing (as a legal right and 
through authoritative decisions). Following political scientist Bo Bengtsson’s 
argument, in contrast to more dualistic housing policy systems, with a profiled 
social housing sector as a complement to the open housing market, the logic 
of the Swedish housing model is that the state provides correctives, in terms 
of subsidies or regulations, in order to make housing available to all types of 
households in one universal housing market (Bengtsson 2015). Housing con-
sumers should not be categorized by income or living conditions.

While this overall housing policy doctrine has remained remarkably stable 
at the national level, and suggestions for a more selective policy of ‘social 
housing’ have thus far been rejected by all political parties, since the 1990s 
a number of partial and incremental reforms of the Swedish housing regime 
seem to have undermined the ability to implement the idea locally. Today 
many observers refer to the current housing regime as a dysfunctional and 
ill-structured patchwork of recent policy decisions and traditional housing 
policy norms (Christophers 2013). To some, the current housing crisis is an 
outcome of neoliberal reforms and an increasing trust in market mechanisms 
and businesslike public housing (Listerborn 2018); to others, lack of a free 
housing market is the explanation for the suboptimal use of the housing stock 
(Kopsch 2019).

A key instrument of the Swedish housing doctrine has been 
municipality-owned housing companies (Bengtsson 2015). These are public 
housing organizations, not aimed at delivering social housing but with the 
task of offering rental housing of high quality for the benefit of everyone. 
One of the changes of government policy, linked to European competition 
law, has gradually undermined the special position of these housing compa-
nies and the economic benefits that they previously enjoyed (Grander 2017; 
Christophers 2013). The new situation meant that the municipalities took over 
part of the financial risk previously incurred by the state and, therefore, started 
to act in a more businesslike manner. One strategy of municipality-owned 
housing companies, particularly in the metropolitan area of Stockholm, was 
to sell off attractive parts of their housing stock. By economic necessity or 
ideological (‘right to buy’) conviction, the consequence, it has been argued, 
is that their ability to contribute to an integrated and unitary housing market 
for all is threatened. Although the national political discourse does not include 
references to social housing, it is argued that public housing is nevertheless 
becoming ‘social by default’ (Magnusson and Turner 2008; Grander 2017).

At the same time, the increased financial risks undertaken by the municipali-
ties are transformed into higher demands on potential tenants, making it harder 
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for disadvantaged groups to gain access to housing on the ordinary housing 
market. As a result, a more dualistic housing regime is now emerging, espe-
cially in the urban areas. According to the Swedish Housing Agency, in 2019 
most municipalities are providing ‘social contracts’, that is, housing allocated 
by social services for people who are not approved as tenants in the ordinary 
housing market.

This development of municipality-owned housing companies is interesting 
and highlights how Swedish national urban policy takes place in the shadow of 
the principle of local self-government. In 1999 and again in 2002, the Social 
Democratic government attempted to stop the selling of the municipal housing 
stock through a special act. The strategy was effective in the short term but did 
not gain legitimacy and had limited long-term effects. It was harshly criticized 
by the Swedish Association of Local and Regional Government and referred 
to as an illegitimate restriction of the Swedish local self-government doctrine.

4.2	 Urban Transport and the Urban Environment Agreements

Urban transport is repeatedly described as a key to sustainable cities. Good 
communication systems contribute not only to economic productivity but also 
to social cohesion and, perhaps most importantly, to a climate-smart city. The 
Urban Environment Agreements (stadsmiljöavtal) are a national initiative 
through which Swedish municipalities and regions can apply for funding for 
innovative solutions for public transport, walking and cycling. The aim of the 
initiative is to promote sustainable urban environments by providing support 
that leads to (1) an increased proportion of passenger transport by public trans-
port or bicycle traffic and (2) sustainable freight transport solutions.

The policy was launched in 2015 and is being implemented by the Swedish 
Transport Agency. In line with a long tradition of negotiating large infrastruc-
ture projects between the state and municipalities, it works mainly through 
economic guidance mechanisms, and for the period 2018–2029, the Urban 
Environment Agreements have been allocated SEK 12 billion in the national 
plan for the transport system.

The national financial support should promote innovative, capacity-efficient 
and resource-efficient solutions for public or bicycle traffic and efforts to 
coordinate and improve the efficiency of freight transport. In order to receive 
support, the municipality must contribute with own investments in the urban 
environment. These local investments can include centrally located buildings, 
parking strategies etc. within the mandate of local government. It is such 
combinations of national and local investments in different aspects of specific 
urban environments that make up an Urban Environment Agreement.

Two aspects of the Urban Environment Agreements are of particular interest 
in this context. First, the Urban Environment Agreement is also a device to 
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press for a more holistic approach across municipality jurisdictions in order 
to promote a sustainable urban environment. Second, through the request that 
municipalities provide additional services and investments, a traffic policy 
instrument effectively becomes a means by which the national government 
can entice urban municipalities to build certain types of housing. In the context 
of the planning monopoly of Swedish municipalities and the lack of a national 
housing plan or effective regional housing plans, this type of contract govern-
ance gives the national government the capacity to, at least temporarily, buy 
influence over urban policy problems that otherwise would have been beyond 
its reach. At the local level, however, these negotiations between national 
government agencies and leading local politicians are not without controversy. 
They are claimed to shortcut local democracy and, once again, illustrate the 
tension between the norm of local self-government, on the one hand, and the 
necessity for national coordination and guidance in order to solve urban prob-
lems, on the other hand.

5.	 CONCLUSIONS

As mentioned initially in this chapter, the OECD has come to the conclusion 
that there is no national urban policy in Sweden. However, this review sug-
gests that there is, indeed, such a policy, but that it is highly fragmented and 
relatively powerless, taking place in the shadow of a strong system and tradi-
tion of local self-government. The policy is characterized by several features.

First, whether it is relevant to talk about an evolvement towards a more com-
prehensive national urban policy in Sweden is doubtful. The major Swedish 
urban policy initiatives have always had several parallel substantive policy 
orientations rather than a clear prioritization, while the combinations of aims 
have, at the same time, changed over time. Economic growth and segregation 
have lately been complemented by ecological and climate change concerns. (In 
passing, with such broad and ambiguous goals, it is not surprising that evalu-
ations of Swedish national urban policy often render a pessimistic conclusion. 
The more goals a programme has and the more divergent these goals are, the 
less likely the programme will appear as successful in evaluations.)

Second, instead of clear substantive prioritizations, Swedish national urban 
policy initiatives seem to be driven by the aim to handle the silo problem 
and stress the importance of cross-sectoral and holistic collaboration at the 
local level. Taken together, Swedish urban policy has been more a strategy to 
enhance the implementation of other established sectoral policy goals through 
improved coordination than a substantive policy goal in itself.

A third observation concerns the organization of urban policy at the national 
level in Sweden. All major initiatives in the field since the 1990s have been 
organized as temporal arrangements outside the regular authorities and institu-
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tions of the Swedish governmental organization. Over and over again, national 
urban policy instruments have been designed to initiate rather than implement 
urban development processes. Given the fragmented ambitions of the policy 
initiatives, this seems quite logical. It is difficult to host such an agenda within 
a highly sectorized structure and even to prioritize such ambiguous aims in the 
context of the more established welfare sectors.

Finally, the attempts to develop national urban policies have taken place 
in the shadow of a strong and constitutionally secured position for local 
self-government. It has been obvious through the years that no government 
has been prepared to challenge this position, for example by directly interven-
ing, by introducing stronger regulation or by limiting the municipal planning 
monopoly. Rather, national government has relied on voluntary cooperation 
and financial incentives to make local governments align with national 
priorities.
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14.	 ‘Places left behind’: national urban 
policy in the UK – from boom to 
slump and recovery?
Andrew Tallon

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Urban regeneration is a diverse, multi-disciplinary and significant component 
of urban studies globally. Since the mid-twentieth century in the UK, national 
urban regeneration has endeavoured to deal with economic, social and envi-
ronmental problems that cities have experienced as a result of factors such as 
the decline of manufacturing industry and the growing intensity of competition 
between cities at the global level. Cities across the developed and developing 
world have experienced striking and profound changes since the mid-twentieth 
century. Their economic bases, their social composition, their physical land-
scapes, their modes of governance, and their relationships with host nations 
and with other cities, have all been transformed. Through time, urban policy 
has consistently sought to level up ‘places left behind’ in terms of economic 
growth (Bolton et al. 2020).

The term ‘left behind’ has become common currency since the 2016 UK 
referendum vote to leave the European Union. ‘Left behind’ places are those 
that have been bypassed by the economic prosperity from which others have 
benefited. They are concentrated in post-industrial and coastal areas, and often 
housing estates on the peripheries of towns and cities. Residents in these areas 
have markedly worse socio-economic outcomes compared with those living in 
similarly deprived areas, and they have fewer job opportunities, lower levels of 
educational attainment and poorer health (Bolton et al. 2020).

Urban regeneration can be defined as a ´comprehensive and integrated 
vision and action which leads to the resolution of urban problems and which 
seeks to bring about a lasting improvement in the economic, physical, social 
and environmental conditions of an area that has been subject to change´ 
(Roberts 2017, p.  18). ´The large-scale process of adapting the built envi-
ronment, with varying degrees of direction from the state, is today generally 
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referred to (…) as urban regeneration´ (Jones and Evans 2013, p. 2), indicating 
the importance of national-level direction. Urban policy in the UK is generally 
accepted to include programmes and initiatives targeted at resolving social and 
economic, and intermittently environmental, problems in the most deprived 
areas, generally those former industrial heartlands. The sponsoring govern-
ment departments have historically been those of the environment, commu-
nities and local government, and this remains the case. In the UK, related 
issues of energy, resources and climate change have an ‘urban dimension’ but 
have been dealt with by separate government departments and policy bundles. 
These are referred to as variously environment policy, energy policy, climate 
change policy and such, rather than ‘urban’ policy.

In this wider context, this chapter gives a historic and contemporary over-
view of national urban policy, and critiques national urban policy initiatives 
implemented by central governments during the postwar period in the UK. 
The chapter first aims to provide a wider context for national urban policy in 
the UK; second to briefly outline successive periods of urban policy in the UK 
from the immediate postwar period until the start of the 2020s, across sequen-
tial episodes of boom followed by slump followed by apparent recovery; third 
to focus particularly on national urban policy in the last decade; and fourth to 
give a broad assessment of national urban policy in the UK from the 1960s to 
the 2020s.

2.	 THE CONTEXT FOR NATIONAL URBAN 
POLICY IN THE UK

There is striking evidence to show that cities across the world have undergone 
these dramatic transformations since the mid-twentieth century, and particu-
larly since the 1970s. These changes have been referred to as part of a shift 
from the ‘modern’ or industrial city to the ‘postmodern’ or post-industrial 
city (Tallon 2013). Major processes have been at work which have driven and 
shaped the changes which have benefited some places and groups in society 
but not others that remain left behind. Understanding these processes helps 
make sense of how and why cities are changing and the implications for urban 
policy. These processes encompass post-industrialisation, as reflected in the 
shift from production to consumption and knowledge services (Short and 
Kim 1999); globalisation and its multiple dimensions (Begg 1999; Short and 
Kim 1999); changing landscapes of inequality and exclusion (Levitas 2005); 
growing social and cultural diversity (Forrest and Kearns 2001; Kearns 2003); 
the emergence of new forms of urban governance (Harvey 1989; Hall and 
Hubbard 1996; Andrew and Goldsmith 1998); and the development of new 
types of urban space (Dear 1995; Soja 1995). All of these are inextricably 
linked with urban regeneration policy as a global urban process. Making sense 
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of these changes is challenging but vital for those with an interest in urban 
places if they are to understand and intervene effectively in continuing and 
evolving processes of urban change through national urban policy.

Each of these six major processes of change at work since the mid-twentieth 
century is closely linked with urban regeneration and urban policy. They 
illustrate how and why urban landscapes have changed, who the beneficiaries 
are, and what the implications are for the future of urban space globally. It is 
clear that since the late 1970s, urban regeneration has been underpinned by 
a focus on economic and property development, with intermittent attention 
paid to social and cultural issues in the UK. Particularly since the early 1990s, 
urban regeneration has been based on a series of assumptions linked to the 
macro-economy, including continued economic growth in the context of glo-
balisation, low unemployment, low inflation, low interest rates, rising property 
values and increasing owner-occupation of housing. Much successful urban 
regeneration had taken place during the period prior to the global economic 
crash, but this abruptly came to an end after 2007/2008. Economic recession, 
housing market decline and a contraction in manufacturing industry, and their 
impacts on the private sector and consumers, along with a significant reduction 
in public spending, have had severe impacts upon urban regeneration and 
urban policy through a whole decade of austerity. Lessons for urban regen-
eration and urban policy in the UK context can be drawn from past central 
government policies to inform a new urban policy in the 2020s to level up the 
‘places left behind’.

3.	 PHASES OF NATIONAL URBAN POLICY IN THE 
UK

There have been a number of distinct thematic shifts in urban policy in the UK 
since the Second World War, which are illustrated in general by Table 14.1. 
This shows the periodisation used to frame successive periods covered in this 
chapter, which illustrates continuities and changes in UK urban policy over 
more than 70 years. This section will chart urban policy chronologically over 
the decades through to the present day. It should be cautioned that these his-
torical periods are not mutually exclusive. As Hall and Barrett (2012, p. 151) 
warn, ´While it is tempting to characterize urban policy in a series of distinct 
periods of development, this tends to underemphasize the degree of continuity 
between periods and overemphasise a clear sequential trajectory to policy 
development.´ Despite this reservation, Hall and Barrett (2012, p. 151) go on 
to suggest that ´as a pedagogic device the periodization of urban policy does 
have some merit when viewed in broad terms´.

In terms of UK national urban policy, broad phases of policy responses can 
be distilled as shown by Tables 14.1 and 14.2, although it must be recognised 
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that these are to an extent generalised and not mutually exclusive. A postwar 
period of physical redevelopment and area-based social welfare projects 
dominated in the UK and many other Western European and North American 
countries. Approaches focused upon improving living conditions in cities and 
providing services and infrastructure for increasing urban populations (Couch 
1990; Atkinson and Moon 1994). Urban redevelopment following the end of 
the Second World War aimed to redevelop declining and war-damaged housing 
and commercial areas. The approach was physical and thus failed to tackle 
growing economic and social inequalities generated by structural economic 
and social change. Town and country planning and new standards for housing 
development were also introduced to tackle the problems of urban sprawl and 
poor construction. Urban redevelopment was largely funded and regulated by 
the public sector, and during this period local–central government relations 
were much more closely aligned to achieve urban redevelopment objectives 
(see Atkinson and Moon 1994). By the mid-1960s, continuing and entrenched 
problems of poverty and growing racial disquiet were recognised by national 
government. The response was the implementation of a distinct urban policy 
for the first time in the UK in 1968, and the first wave of area-based social and 
welfare policies targeted at the most deprived areas of cities (see Table 14.2). 
These initially took a social pathology approach to the problem, blaming the 
victims for their plight, and aimed at promoting self-help in communities and 
improving public services. However, the policies were hampered by a lack of 
knowledge of the causes of the urban problem, the shortcomings of the social 
pathology model, and a lack of coherence of these policies (Atkinson and 
Moon 1994). The events that took place during the early-to-mid 1970s were 
to have a profound impact on the ideological and political nature of urban 
policy. A severe structural crisis resulted in rising unemployment and signifi-
cant economic decline. The lack of effectiveness and subsequent loss of faith 
in Keynesian demand management economics created a context from which 
the New Right emerged, characterised by a sustained attack on the postwar 
consensus, and emphasising a minimal state, individual liberty, choice, the free 
market and the entrepreneurial spirit.

Thus, by the early 1980s, neo-liberalism emerged as the key model for 
managing the UK economy. Entrepreneurial and property-led regeneration 
dominated urban policy responses in the US and UK in particular, as a per-
ceived solution to urban economic and environmental problems (Turok 1992; 
Imrie and Thomas 1993). Atkinson and Moon (1994) argued that the verdict 
on the general approaches to urban regeneration during the 1980s was pre-
dominantly negative. On the whole, policies failed to create sufficient service 
sector jobs to replace those lost in manufacturing. Additionally, the types of 
jobs and the nature of the built environment required by service industries were 
somewhat different from those of manufacturing industry. Social and spatial 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe288

inequalities continued to widen, especially in cities. Finally, and paradoxically, 
general approaches such as property-led regeneration were dependent on state 
resources. In response to the severe criticisms, the Audit Commission (1989) 
concluded that urban policy in the 1990s should attempt to overcome these 
problems. The report argued that policy should be more straightforward and 
less complex, and that local authorities should take a more active role in policy 
formation and instigation (Jacobs 1992). Urban policy in the 1990s should 
therefore place the problem of social inequality and related unemployment, 
poverty and social segregation at its centre, and not just focus on economic 
development (Oatley 1995). It should also integrate public and private efforts 
at urban regeneration and include mechanisms that ensure that local residents 
derive some benefits from developments. It was recognised that market 
mechanisms alone were unable to ensure an effective, efficient and equitable 
allocation of investment and employment opportunities.

Economic competition in urban policy emerged as a model for distributing 
urban funds in the UK and elsewhere during the 1990s (see Oatley 1998), 
a period which also saw a re-integration of social and environmental aims with 
economic imperatives. From the late 1990s until the early 2010s, urban regen-
eration sought to combine economic development and social justice in urban 
policy, through urban renaissance and neighbourhood renewal policies such as 
Grands Projets de Ville (GPV) in France, Kvarterløft (‘neighbourhood uplift’) 
in Denmark, New Deal for Communities (NDC) in England and Soziale Stadt 
(‘Social City’) in Germany. Urban policy remained a confusing landscape in 
the mid-1990s. Attempts had been made to mitigate this criticism as the Single 
Regeneration Budget merged 20 existing programmes and rendered the 1980s 
policy programmes irrelevant. This seemingly brought to fruition the promise 
of coordination and more strategic thinking, as did bringing local authorities 
back into the urban policy and regeneration process. However, commentators 
remained unconvinced and Robson et al. (1994) feared that the swing back 
towards local authorities went too far and that there was little evidence of 
a strategic vision for urban policy. Herbert (2000) argued that schemes such as 
City Challenge did not amount to a clear inner-city strategy.

In addition to official government evaluations and summaries (see for 
example CLG 2008; 2009), there are a limited number of general evaluations 
of urban renaissance and neighbourhood renewal policy between 1997 and 
2010 (Shaw and Robinson 2010; Tallon 2013). More common are assessments 
of particular policies, for example of NDCs (Lawless 2010; 2011; Lawless 
and Beatty 2013). Shaw and Robinson (2010, p. 123) argued that ´while New 
Labour’s approach since 1997 has been distinctive and, in some respects, 
innovative, especially in relation to community engagement, it has continued 
to adopt a flawed conception of the urban problem which has led to a limited 
policy response´.
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Neighbourhood renewal programmes under New Labour aimed to target 
resources at the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods to tackle multiple depri-
vation and improve public services (Smith et al. 2007). The flagship New Deal 
for Communities programme targeted 39 of the most deprived neighbourhoods 
in England, which each received around £50 million over a ten-year period. 
Although resulting in some modest improvements in those areas targeted 
by neighbourhood renewal area-based initiatives (ABIs), the problems of 
ABIs as a concept continued to attract criticism (Shaw and Robinson 2010; 
Matthews 2012). They were allocated relatively limited resources through 
which to tackle pre-determined problems for pre-determined periods of time 
(Lawless 2010). Assessing the impacts of ABIs such as the flagship NDC 
programme is tricky because of problems establishing the counterfactual 
(Lawless 2010; 2011). Further, it would be unrealistic to claim that ABIs 
could regenerate entire towns or cities, because of their tightly defined areas 
(Lawless 2010). However, NDCs were the most intensively funded and one of 
the most significant ABIs ever devised and tackled previous shortcomings of 
short termism, lack of focus and inadequate community engagement (Lawless 
2010). Five key highlights of NDCs as the flagship ABI were identified by 
Lawless (2010). First, ABIs tend to improve places rather than the fortunes of 
individuals within them; employment and economic development objectives 
are better suited to city-regional and national interventions. Second, involving 
and engaging community is fraught with problems; there is no evidence of 
increased social capital and often there is heightened conflict over decisions. 
Third, size matters as bigger NDC partnership areas were associated with more 
positive gains than smaller ones. Fourth, NDCs worked with a wide range 
of agencies to achieve positive change in relation to all six outcomes, but in 
dealing with mainstream organisations, regeneration partnerships need to be 
outcome focused, realistic in terms of what can be achieved and selective with 
whom they engage. Fifth, there is a tension in achieving an appropriate balance 
of power between central government, on the one hand, with local government 
and local residents, on the other.

4.	 NATIONAL URBAN POLICY IN THE UK IN THE 
2010S

Urban regeneration policy appeared to have returned to the 1980s during the 
2010s with the driving force being economic growth in response to the credit 
crunch and resulting global financial crisis from 2007/2008. This led to an 
era of austerity politics with central government funding to local authorities 
being significantly reduced by around 40 per cent and area-based regeneration 
schemes finishing (Hall 2015; Lowndes and Gardner 2016). At the same time, 
the philosophy of localism and devolution of powers has been promoted to 
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an extent (Hambleton 2015; 2017) and the regional level of governance has 
been abolished (Pike et al. 2018). Limited additional resources have been 
provided by central government for these new institutional arrangements, with 
the emphasis being on encouraging market forces and attracting development 
to particular areas of cities, along the lines of the approaches of the Thatcher 
governments of the 1980s.

Urban regeneration policy since the 1980s has principally been about cor-
recting market failure, with regeneration being ‘the broad process of reversing 
physical, economic and social decline in an area where market forces will not 
do this without intervention’ (CLG 2011). However, the urban problem as 
demonstrated by the 2019 Indices of Deprivation remains as entrenched as 
ever (MHCLG 2019). The enterprise culture espoused by Michael Heseltine in 
the 1980s was exemplified by policies such as Enterprise Zones, with 38 desig-
nated between 1981 and 1996 (Jones 2006), Urban Development Corporations, 
of which 13 were created (Imrie and Thomas 1999), and Estate Action (Pinto 
1993). This was followed by the challenge funding model of the 1990s, 
embracing principles of competition, partnership, targeting of resources and 
comprehensive regeneration whilst being time limited and output monitored 
(Oatley 1998). The initiatives of City Challenge (Davoudi and Healey 1995) 
and Single Regeneration Budget (Rhodes et al. 2005) were flagship policies 
of the period. The latter programme comprised six competitive rounds which 
resulted in 1027 regeneration projects equating to over £5.7 billion in financial 
support and £26 billion of total expenditure across England, £9 billion of 
which came from the private sector. During the 2000s, the ‘third way’ princi-
ples of supply-side intervention, local intervention, partnership, participation 
and public investment dominated urban policy (Tiesdell and Allmendinger 
2001). Key initiatives were neighbourhood renewal (Smith et al. 2007), urban 
renaissance (Colomb 2007) and sustainable communities (Raco 2007). Then in 
the most recent phase of urban policy during the 2010s, localism as a principle 
was articulated in the context of ‘broken Britain’, a ‘post bureaucratic age’ and 
devolution (Clarke and Cochrane 2013; Hall 2015). Key initiatives included 
Local Enterprise Partnerships, Enterprise Zones, Tax Increment Financing, 
the Regional Growth Fund and City Deals (Pugalis and McGuinness 2013). 
However, these policies were expected to be successful in an age of austerity 
urbanism which has witnessed a differential impact of local government cuts 
affecting the most deprived areas the greatest (Hastings et al. 2015; 2017) and 
of wider welfare reform (Beatty and Fothergill 2013; 2016).

The evaluation of urban policy, as will follow in the next section, over the 
decades since the 1960s has been a challenge due to methodological problems 

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe294

associated with the ‘5Cs’: counterfactual, confound, contextual, combinatorial 
and choice (Robson et al. 1994). Action for Cities found that

public resources appear to have made an impact on turning around aspects both of 
the economic and residential distress in urban areas. But in the most deprived areas – 
and especially in the conurbation cores and in areas of high unemployment – policy 
has not been able to make significant inroads into the socio-economic problems. 
(Robson et al. 1994, p. 49)

Further, evaluating New Labour’s urban policy,

by 2007, evidence was indicating that NRF and mainstream government spending 
was generating large and noticeable improvements in neighbourhood environments 
and services; for example, new child care centres, health centres, community build-
ings, better neighbourhood management and policing and reduced crime, a higher 
standard of housing, new school buildings and extended services in schools, gaps in 
neighbourhood satisfaction were closing slightly, and residents reported that their 
neighbourhoods were getting better. (Lupton et al. 2013, p. 33)

However, evaluation of regeneration under the Coalition government found 
that

there is no evidence at present of the economic re-balancing that will be needed to 
underpin regeneration (…) there is no evidence yet of a spiral of decline amongst 
the poorest neighbourhoods but equally no evidence of further progress from the 
situation the Coalition inherited. Gaps remain very wide on key indicators. (Lupton 
and Fitzgerald 2015, p. 33)

In terms of contemporary debates, ´well funded Area Based Initiatives may 
have an important role to play in public good provision (e.g. better parks, 
lower crime) but they have not, on average, improved individual economic 
outcomes in targeted areas (…) overall, policy should focus on encouraging 
labour market activity and removing barriers to mobility´ (Lawless et al. 2011, 
pp. 34–35).

Because of the similarity of the economic growth policies to those of the 
1980s, several criticisms remain relevant. Potter and Moore (2000) found 
that Enterprise Zones might not be very good at attracting inward investment, 
might create low-skill jobs, and local businesses might simply relocate to 
zones. On the 45 new Enterprise Zones, Larkin and Wilcox (2011) took 
a pessimistic view, with concerns expressed over the regeneration of deprived 
areas no longer being a priority; limited new jobs being created by the original 
zones and at great expense; and displacement and deadweight effects being 
experienced. Therefore policies must minimise displacement and increase 
employment, reduce capital-based initiatives and relax planning regulations 
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but recognise that they are not always a barrier to growth (Larkin and Wilcox 
2011). Furthermore, any incentives should be matched to goals. Sissons and 
Brown (2011) identified three weaknesses of Enterprise Zones: job displace-
ment, little being done to promote lasting economic prosperity, and high 
cost per job created. However, advantages of Enterprise Zones include that 
businesses can be attracted to depressed areas quickly, economic momentum 
can be generated, they can be a vehicle for improving competitiveness, and 
local market failures can be overcome. Sissons and Brown (2011) made three 
policy recommendations for such an economic growth initiative: they must be 
the right size to minimise displacement; they must address long-term competi-
tiveness with investment targeted at skills, infrastructure and regeneration; and 
they must be free from conflict with national and local government.

Urban regeneration policy as commonly understood had largely disappeared 
from the discourse of public policy during the 2010s, and it can be argued 
that it did not exist at all as such, with a move away from area-based strategy 
(Crowley et al. 2012; Lupton and Fitzgerald 2015) and neo-liberal commenta-
tors who reject these arguments in favour of facilitating enhanced geographical 
mobility (Leunig and Swaffield 2008; Lawless et al. 2011) and a more recent 
move to focus on industrial strategy, productivity, competitiveness and invest-
ment in infrastructure (HM Government 2017). Going into the 2020s it appears 
that the UK remains in an era of ‘post-urban policy’ or ‘after regeneration’ 
(Hall 2015; O’Brien and Matthews 2016).

5.	 EVALUATING NATIONAL URBAN POLICY IN 
THE UK IN THE 2020S

As is evident from the successive periods of urban policy since the 1940s, each 
had its distinctive philosophies, approaches, achievements and weaknesses 
which governments of subsequent policy periods sought to address. Key 
lessons can be synthesised from the evidence of past experience to inform 
future approaches in the 2020s. Some of the weaknesses of urban policy were 
operational in nature related to particular policies or programmes, and other 
criticisms were wider and strategic in nature. Several categories of failure can 
be derived from an evaluation of the periods of national urban regeneration 
policy since the mid-1940s (Stewart 1987; Wilks-Heeg 1996; Shaw and 
Robinson 1998; Gripaios 2002; Tallon 2013; Edwards and Imrie 2015; Hall 
2015).

First, it is evident that over time, in many national contexts, there has been 
a lack of clarity and purpose of urban policy. For example, the European Union 
has no formal urban policy as such; rather, it has policies that recognise the 
role of and impact upon urban areas such as regional policy and environmental 
policy. The objectives of urban policy initiatives driven by central government 
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have often been too broad and ill-defined, and area-based initiatives are unable 
to realistically tackle the multiple problems faced by society. Imprecision of 
purpose has caused unrealistically high expectations, especially amongst local 
communities. Multiple objectives have meant that it has been difficult to set 
priorities and focus on feasible targets. Related to this problem with its remit, 
urban regeneration policy has seen insufficient commitment and resources 
from central governments over timescales which are too short-term for realis-
tic change to be achieved in the UK. Some policies can be seen as token and 
a diversion from mainstream policies such as health and education. ‘Quick fix’ 
rather than long-term sustainable commitment has been an accusation levelled 
at central government urban policy in many European countries.

Second, excessive central government control of urban policy has often 
acted as a hindrance to urban regeneration and renewal at the local level. 
Governments have often been accused of being dictatorial about urban regen-
eration as it has been conducted in top-down fashion, reducing the scope 
for local solutions to local problems. Little analysis of local geographical 
context and the dominance of ‘one size fits all’ policies have resulted in little 
potential for flexibility, creativity or innovation in local urban regeneration 
and renewal. Central governments set a plethora of targets, give little room 
for local discretion, and cause friction amongst local partnerships, especially 
when government priorities have differed significantly from those at the local 
level (Johnstone and Whitehead 2004). Often partnerships have been forced 
together and have failed to cohere, and they have not been given enough time 
to develop and flourish under many policy initiatives (Atkinson 2003). Local 
authorities have few powers or resources to tackle urban policy issues in the 
context of a highly centralised country (Hambleton 2017). The short-lived 
Regional Development Agencies, established in 1998 and abolished by the 
Coalition government in 2010 as part of the austerity programme, were effec-
tive mechanisms (Pike et al. 2018). From 2010, much reduced central gov-
ernment finance was allocated to local authorities (Latham 2017). Hambleton 
(2019) argued that in essence the UK central state has chosen to decimate 
central government financial support to local government. Factoring in infla-
tion and population growth, council spending per person has fallen 30 per cent 
in real terms since 2010. The housing budget has seen a cut of 48 per cent and 
the planning budget 55 per cent (Hambleton 2017). Overall, local government 
cuts have affected cities in the north of England more severely than those in 
the south.

Third, poor coordination and a lack of coherence has characterised urban 
policy in the UK. Urban policy under successive governments has suffered 
a lack of horizontal and vertical coordination across departments of central 
and local government (Atkinson 2003; Johnstone and Whitehead 2004). Many 
local initiatives have been largely isolated from mainstream government pro-
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grammes and services. Government has pursued separate short-term initiatives 
rather than taking a longer-term perspective driven by changes in mainstream 
services, with greater local coordination (Atkinson 2003). Fragmented and 
piecemeal projects and small resources have resulted in marginal achieve-
ments in many cases and policy has not been coordinated or strategic (Shaw 
and Robinson 1998).

Fourth, implementing one-dimensional urban policies has constrained 
the effectiveness of many national level approaches. The urban problem is 
multi-dimensional, but policy responses have often been too cautious and 
narrow. Policies have focused on a property-based approach (Turok 1992), 
or limited social programmes (Atkinson and Moon 1994), or business devel-
opment (Parkinson 1989), or community regeneration (Taylor 2003; 2007). 
Successful urban regeneration requires the connection to be made between 
each of these physical, economic and social dimensions in combination.

Fifth, dealing with neighbourhoods as units isolated from their wider urban 
context has been a problem. There has been insufficient understanding of the 
function played by an area in the wider housing and employment markets, and 
of the relationship of neighbourhoods with surrounding areas. Artificial and 
arbitrary boundaries have been drawn around areas designated for neighbour-
hood regeneration, and issues of displacement, gentrification and leakage have 
been overlooked. It has also been argued that the explicit targeting of deprived 
areas has increased problems related to stigma and poor place image (Hastings 
and Dean 2003).

Sixth, there has been a consistent failure in realising community potential 
within regeneration schemes across the world. However, since the late 1990s 
in particular, communities have been placed at the heart of regeneration 
(Atkinson 2003; Taylor 2007). This reflects a communitarian view and a belief 
in self-help and social capital (Putnam 1993; 2000; Taylor 2003; 2007). This 
can be seen as a romantic notion considering the tensions and conflicts within 
communities; the tendency for burn-out or fatigue in these communities 
because of the demands of successive initiatives; and the challenges that face 
such communities (Atkinson 2003). Empowering and involving communities 
remains a major challenge within urban policy despite the lexicon surrounding 
this during the period of the Coalition and subsequent Conservative govern-
ments (CLG 2011).

Seventh, austerity politics and the abolition of a distinct urban policy in the 
UK has affected the delivery of traditional regeneration objectives (Crowley et 
al. 2012; O’Brien and Matthews 2016), although these have both been seem-
ingly reversed by the Conservative government elected in December 2019. 
Throughout this period, there has been an absence of an urban policy as under-
stood and implemented by UK national governments since 1968. Area-based 
social regeneration schemes were abolished and there was a shift to economic 
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growth and productivity policies as a replacement, which were not necessarily 
targeted at those most deprived places left behind (Beatty and Fothergill 2013; 
2016). This period of austerity was most strongly associated with the Coalition 
government under David Cameron and George Osborne, which came to an 
end with the vote for Brexit in 2016. The following Theresa May and Boris 
Johnson governments have shifted away from this approach, and there are 
suggestions, if not any concrete polices as yet, of a renewed traditional national 
urban policy in the context of the aim to re-industrialise areas in the midlands 
and the north of England as part of an industrial strategy.

The UK election in December 2019, won by the Conservative Party, 
highlighted the importance of infrastructure and investment for addressing 
a decade of economic challenges and austerity politics – particularly in ‘towns 
left behind’ (Bolton et al. 2020). The election manifestos of the major parties 
for the 2019 General Election explicitly and implicitly articulated a range of 
issues related to urban regeneration, though the actual word ‘regeneration’ was 
mentioned only three times in the Conservative Party manifesto (Conservative 
Party 2019) and once in the Labour Party manifesto (Labour Party 2019). The 
winning Conservative manifesto devoted a whole chapter to the theme of ‘we 
will unleash Britain’s potential’, which focused on reviving towns and cities 
in towns left behind, a new deal for towns rather than big cities, and investing 
in large-scale transport infrastructure to redistribute economic growth. A key 
part of the plan is to ‘level up’ the UK’s cities and regions to connect them 
and rebalance the economy away from the south east. ‘Levelling up’ (Policy 
Connect 2020), productivity and growth, and public spending on infrastruc-
ture and town centres have subsequently been the focus of the 2020 Budget 
and associated policy initiatives. The Stronger Towns Fund is a key recent 
development in terms of national urban policy. Announced in 2019, this is a 
£1.6 billion fund which will build on City Deals, which were agreed in 28 of 
England’s biggest conurbations in the 2010s. £1 billion of the new fund will be 
allocated using a needs-based formula, with the remaining £600 million being 
available through a competitive process. The focus is on a combination of 
productivity, income, skills, deprivation indices and the proportion of the pop-
ulation living in towns, rather than cities. This targets funding at the left behind 
places with economies performing less well compared to the average, whose 
residents are living on lower incomes, and where larger proportions of the 
population have low skill attainment. This and other policies arguably witness 
the meaningful return to attention to national urban regeneration policy in the 
UK for the first time since the late 2000s, prior to the global economic crash 
and subsequent era of austerity.

The change in approach to policy has been demonstrated in the first few 
months of 2020, with the UK’s leaving of the European Union on 31 January 
being made possible by a Conservative government with a significant 80-seat 
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majority. The recent emphasis has been on town centre regeneration, business 
rates reduction and a focus on the micro scale of small and medium towns 
rather than the macro issue of Brexit which dominated the previous two gov-
ernments from 2015–2017 and 2017–2019. The focus of the debate following 
the General Election has been on domestic priorities such as public services, 
particularly in the traditionally Labour towns of the midlands and north which 
were won by the Conservatives as part of the demolition of the so-called ‘red 
wall’ – the exact towns that are seen as being left behind (Bolton et al. 2020). 
There has also been a continued focus on productivity gaps in the context of 
the industrial strategy (HM Government 2017; What Works Centre for Local 
Economic Growth 2018) and through the UK Shared Prosperity Fund as 
a driver of national urban policy. This was announced in 2017 by the UK gov-
ernment as a replacement for EU Structural Funds. During the 2019 election 
campaign, the Conservative Party reiterated this pledge and committed to, at 
a minimum, match the size of the structural funds in each nation to directly 
replace EU structural funding contributions to regional development (House of 
Commons Library 2020). In the period 2014–2020, the European Union allo-
cated the UK £10.6 billion, with the majority being distributed to peripheral 
regions in Wales, Scotland, the North East and the South West; therefore there 
is little direct association between these funds and urban policy.

Despite these categories of national urban policy problems, it is important 
to acknowledge that urban regeneration policies since the end of the Second 
World War have attempted to solve some of the most deeply entrenched and 
‘wicked’ social and economic issues facing Western European and North 
American countries. Therefore, it is perhaps not surprising if government 
policies are not always entirely successful. Shaw and Robinson (1998) argued 
that urban policy had been characterised by a form of ‘policy amnesia’ in that 
there had been a failure to learn from past experiences. Within this context, 
‘research is rapidly forgotten ensuring that wheels have to be re-invented and 
long-established truths have to be rediscovered’ (Wilks-Heeg 1996, p. 1264), 
which remains valid going into the 2020s.

6.	 CONCLUSION AND THE SITUATION IN THE 
EARLY 2020S

Cities around the globe continue to witness dramatic and profound changes in 
the early twenty-first century. Urban regeneration policies and strategies have 
played a part in these transformations, and at the same time there is a necessary 
role for urban regeneration in response to processes of urban change. The main 
changes which continue to be experienced, principally in advanced Western 
economies, are a decline of jobs in manufacturing; a growth of jobs in services; 
a growth of centres of entertainment and tourism in city spaces; construction 
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of flagship buildings; staging of signature events; creeping suburbanisation 
of retail, business and leisure; the emergence of new types of usually smaller 
households; a sharpening of racial and ethnic divides; and the emergence of 
a climate of vulnerability and fear. Urban regeneration initiatives driven by 
central government, and experiences and responses at the city level, are con-
stantly evolving. These have emerged in the context of the key major themes 
of the transition from production to information and consumption, the local 
impacts of globalisation, exclusion and threats to social cohesion, increasing 
social and cultural diversity in cities, the transition to entrepreneurialism and 
new forms of city governance, the rise of postmodern urban landscapes, and 
the growing challenges of climate change and sustainable development.

National urban policy in advanced economies tends towards phases and 
cycles of initiatives. Early physical, built environment approaches in the 1940s 
and 1950s gave way to a focus on area-based social welfare initiatives in the 
late 1960s and 1970s. From the 1980s, the focus on the private sector and 
economic regeneration led to property-led regeneration and the philosophy of 
public–private partnerships. Subsequently, communities and local authorities 
have been afforded a greater say in urban regeneration, and sustainability has 
been an inextricably integrated concern. From the late 1990s until the late 
2000s, urban regeneration sought to combine economic, social and environ-
mental dimensions, although policies appeared to be constrained by the scale 
of urban problems, resources and timescales, and the complex nature of gov-
ernance and funding regimes. A period of austerity and the disappearance of 
area-based urban policy initiatives characterised the whole decade of the 2010s 
with a focus on economic and business growth, and devolution of powers to 
institutions such as directly elected mayors, of which there are 15 city mayors 
and nine metropolitan city-region mayors.

Economic growth and localism objectives characterised the approaches 
to urban regeneration throughout the Coalition and Conservative govern-
ments through the 2010s and into the 2020s. There was a move away from 
the area-based and neighbourhood renewal programmes characteristic of 
New Labour due to the natural end of programmes, government austerity 
measures and different philosophical approaches to urban and economic 
policy. Arguably there has been no explicit national urban policy in the UK 
throughout the 2010s, and the issue remains in a state of flux at the time of 
writing in early 2020 with the election of a new Conservative government 
under Prime Minister Boris Johnson in late 2019. Early indications suggest 
an increase in borrowing and spending on towns left behind, high street 
regeneration, and large-scale infrastructure investment particularly connecting 
the north to the south of England. Additionally, Bolton et al. (2020) suggest 
that the government create a community wealth fund to invest in the most left 
behind neighbourhoods in the country, the majority of which are located in 
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the ‘red wall’ areas in the midlands and north. This would take the form of 
a new permanent endowment funded by dormant assets to secure long-term 
support in the most ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods. The Stronger Towns Fund is 
distributed to ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods in the towns already identified for 
support by the government by acknowledging existing ‘pockets of deprivation 
and neighbourhoods’ that have missed out. Bolton et al. (2020) argue that the 
government should allocate funding directly to residents of peripheral housing 
estates and other areas such as coastal towns to contribute to community 
economic development initiatives. Another recommendation is that a propor-
tion of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund should be invested into ‘left behind’ 
neighbourhoods as identified by the Indices of Multiple Deprivation (MHCLG 
2019). The establishment of a joint cross-government and civil society task 
force on ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods is a final recommendation for national 
urban policy (Bolton et al. 2020) to consider evidence about how the issues in 
‘left behind’ neighbourhoods could be addressed through local public spend-
ing bodies working together to support community action.

Overall, this chapter has illustrated how national urban policy over a period 
of more than 70 years has focused on what are currently termed by the govern-
ment ‘places left behind’. National urban policy in the UK has evolved sequen-
tially through periods of economic boom exemplified by entrepreneurialism 
in the 1980s and the urban renaissance during the 2000s, and into slump eras 
such as the 1970s and late 2000s/early 2010s and subsequent recovery, as was 
showing by the late 2010s. This chapter has outlined a historic and contem-
porary overview of national urban policy and critiqued national urban policy 
initiatives during the postwar period in the UK. An overall policy evaluation 
has been presented, and a focus on the past decade and current urban policy sit-
uation indicated the extent to which there has even been an urban policy during 
the 2010s, and the extent to which there are indications of a re-emergence of 
a national urban policy. Key current issues are dealing with places left behind 
in the shadow of Brexit and the loss of EU funds, and re-industrialisation in 
the north through a new tranche of urban policies. In early 2020, it may be 
suggested that urban regeneration as a national government policy field is back 
on the agenda with a reversal of the idea of ‘post-urban policy’.
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15.	 National urban policies in Europe: 
does the EU make the difference?
Valeria Fedeli, Juliet Carpenter and Karsten 
Zimmermann

1.	 INTRODUCTION

This chapter aims to provide a critical exploration of whether or not there is 
a common understanding of urban policy within the EU Member States, and 
if so, what role the European Union (EU) has played in its development over 
the past 30 years. To address this question, the chapter examines the role of 
Europeanization in the field of national urban policies, some 20 years after the 
original formulation of the Europeanization concept. We aim to understand 
how and to what extent the 30 years of discussion and operationalization of 
urban policies at the EU level have impacted on the development of national 
urban policies in different Member States. We examine the EU Urban Agenda 
as a new and flexible model to address urban challenges within a framework 
of Integrated Sustainable Urban Development (ISUD) and look more directly 
at the current and contemporary phase of urban policies promoted by the EU, 
trying to highlight whether and to what extent the mechanism and tools, as well 
as the vocabulary and meanings produced under the 2014–2020 EU cohesion 
framework, are innovating the field and also contributing to reshaping the 
debate on the role and nature of national urban policies.

2.	 NATIONAL URBAN POLICIES IN THE 
CONTEXT OF THE EU

The fragility of the EU when it comes to urban and territorial policies has 
commonly been framed as the result of Member States’ opposition to central-
izing decision making at a supranational level (see among others Atkinson and 
Zimmermann 2020). Literature is also available on how the language, jargon 
and methodology adopted and developed by the EU have been influenced since 
its origins by specific Member States’ traditions or have been crucial in reshap-
ing some Member States’ approaches. Furthermore, an interesting stream of 
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discussion has developed on the hybridization of national and EU approaches, 
producing something new and unexpected (Doria et al. 2017; Tofarides 2018). 
Indeed, it is quite hard to map some sort of ‘clustered convergence’ (Radaelli 
2004) among the EU Member States or to trace how the process of formulating 
an EU urban policy has interacted with the development of national traditions 
and contexts.

The concept of ‘Europeanization’ has been used to understand if the field 
of urban policy could be one that is ‘more permeable than others to Europe’ 
(Bulmer and Radaelli 2004), and what the consequences of such permeability 
would be. Indeed, this still appears to be a pending question. Europeanization 
helped scholars to acknowledge and study

a process of 1) construction, 2) diffusion and 3) institutionalization of formal and 
informal rules, procedure, policy paradigms, styles, ways of doing things, and 
shared belief and norms, which are first defined and consolidated in the EU policy 
process, and then incorporated in the logic of domestic (national and subnational) 
discourse, political structures and public policies. (Radaelli, 2004)

Its later critical formulation, ‘as a problem, not as a solution’ (Radaelli 2004), 
for its potential to turn from ‘something that can explain’ to ‘something to be 
explained’ (Radaelli 2004; Gualini 2003), is still particularly attractive when 
asking ourselves the following: do EU Member States at least share a common 
understanding of urban policies and the role of the state in this field, if not 
a shared approach, something which can be considered peculiar to the EU 
context? Moreover, has the EU debate on urban policies played a role in gen-
erating some convergence, if not coherence?

The Global State of National Urban Policies elaborated in 2018 by the 
OECD in the aftermath of the United Nations Habitat III Conference in Quito 
(UN-Habitat and OECD 2018) provides a unique viewpoint when trying to 
map the current state of the art of national urban policy in OECD countries, 
thus allowing also to highlight, if any, a specificity of the EU context, in 
contrast to other world regions. Reading this report in light of the contribu-
tions to this book allows us to develop a more sophisticated understanding of 
how different countries in the EU have dedicated attention to, designed and 
implemented national urban policies. Sometimes the picture is contrasting and 
divergent; this is, of course, due to the different perspectives each author has 
of the situation, but much can probably be explained by the fact that public 
policy is a social construction. So far, when trying to describe policies, relying 
on synthetic facts and figures has proven difficult; instead, we have to dig into 
complex stories, as the authors of the chapters have done.

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe308

3.	 THE ROLE OF THE STATE IN THE FIELD OF 
URBAN POLICIES

As Bagnasco and Le Galès argued in 2000, throughout Europe after the two 
World Wars, the nation states took a dominant role, reducing cities to a mere 
space of policy implementation defined at the national level (Bagnasco and Le 
Galès 2000). Nevertheless, if we go back through the post-war history of many 
EU Member States, we cannot help noticing how a limited number of Member 
States have been designing and implementing explicit and direct national urban 
policies. In contrast, in other cases, a new activism and centrality of cities have 
also been observed almost everywhere in the EU due to decentralization pro-
cesses and the new opportunities for cities in the EU integration project since 
its foundation. Between these two positions, the picture is complex.

The UN-Habitat/OECD report starts from the assumption that, despite the 
crucial emerging role of subnational governments in designing and imple-
menting urban policies inspired by the logic of sustainable development goals 
agreed at the Quito Conference, national governments’ role remains central 
and should be enhanced. National urban policies are defined as a ‘coherent set 
of decisions derived through a deliberate government-led process of coordinat-
ing and rallying various actors for a shared vision and goal that will promote 
more transformative, productive, inclusive, and resilient urban development 
for the long term’ (UN-Habitat and OECD 2018). The report starts from the 
policy hypothesis that national urban policies are needed to cope with the most 
relevant challenges of the contemporary world and that states should take the 
lead in the field, which means, at least, putting cities and the urban question at 
the centre of their policy agendas; otherwise, the shared goals of sustainable 
development will be difficult to achieve. The report, of course, has a strong 
bias towards national urban policies, which are considered crucial: it is not 
simply a report on the state of the art, but it aims at fostering a world-wide 
diffusion of national urban policies.

That said, not surprisingly, only around half of the OECD countries seem 
to have adopted an explicit national urban policy so far, or have instituted 
specific agencies dedicated to the design and implementation of national urban 
policies. Surprisingly enough, European and North American countries (con-
sidered under the same heading) present the smallest percentage of explicit 
national urban policies. ‘Explicit’ in the OECD lexicon refers to the fact that 
the state makes explicit mention of the term ‘urban’, with possible variants, 
when referring to one of its policies; while the situation in which this refer-
ence is limited and implicit rather than explicit (d’Albergo 2010) is defined 
as ‘partial’. This is counterbalanced by the fact that most of these countries 
in Europe and North America are in the implementation or evaluation phase 
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when it comes to national urban policies, meaning that there seems to be an 
advanced level of development of urban policies in these regions, while in 
a large part of the world, countries are only in the feasibility or design phase.

In this respect, the European continent seems to be relying on a long-term 
tradition where urban policies are not necessarily an explicit part of national 
policy. Nevertheless, they are an institutionalized part of the state’s actions. 
This is considered a potential limitation of the state’s capacity to produce 
vertical and horizontal coordination. At the same time, it is observed that 
there is ‘limited oversight of NUP [national urban policy]’, ‘some multi-level 
governance’ and ‘some national agencies’ (supranational mainly because of 
the EU) (UN-Habitat and OECD 2018, 43–44); in other words, federalism and 
fragmentation of powers seem to pose a crucial threat to the development of 
national urban policies. From the point of view of policy tools, this fragmen-
tation is reflected in the comprehensive though not coordinated set of tools 
available, which ‘makes NUP less distinct than in other regions’. These tools 
are mainly ‘state–city partnerships’, ‘some national and many regional frame-
works’, together with ‘extensive spatial planning legislation’ (UN-Habitat and 
OECD 2018, 56). A full range of policies and policy tools interact with the 
field of urban policies, in direct and indirect ways, on the one hand making 
it more difficult for the state to have an explicit role, on the other making it 
necessary to arrange a new set of governance frameworks to design and imple-
ment urban policies.

Indeed, the contributions to this book seem to confirm some of these char-
acteristics. All the chapters highlight the role that states still play in urban pol-
icies but, at the same time, the limited diffusion of national urban policies. The 
state remains a crucial actor and gatekeeper to urban policies, but also a weak 
player. A crucial actor because the fragmentation produced by the process 
of decentralization acts as an obstacle to the overall capacity to deal with the 
urban question, even more so in a context in which the urban has assumed 
a regional dimension (see Italy’s case, as illustrated by Fedeli). A gatekeeper 
because, despite decentralization, the autonomy of action of cities and regions 
is, in many cases, still limited by the fiscal relationships between levels of 
government and the availability of financial resources (see the case of Poland, 
as illustrated by Żuber, Szmigiel-Rawska and Krukowska). And weak because 
decentralization has narrowed the capacity of states to play a national role 
overriding other emergent actors (see De Gregorio Hurtado and Sánchez for 
Spain, but also Demazière and Sykes on France) but also prevailing other 
established local self-government traditions (see the case of Sweden, as illus-
trated by Lidström and Hertting).

This is even more true in those countries where the rural has been histori-
cally more dominant than the urban, as in Norway (see the chapter by Sandkjær 
Hanssen), or in some regions of Germany (see the chapter by Heinelt and 
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Zimmermann) and the UK (see the chapter by Tallon) or in Romania (Stănuș, 
Pop and Dragoman), where this has limited considerably the importance of the 
urban in the national policy agenda and the role of the national level. In this 
respect, the EU has played a role since the 1960s in developing an urban focus 
(Grazi 2007), showing how processes of urban agglomeration can threaten 
cohesion and urban development, despite its initial focus on agricultural 
policies. Contemporary debates in the EU on ‘inner peripheries’, ‘marginal 
areas’ and ‘left behind places’ have been highly influenced by some of the 
long-standing Member States like France, but also by the accession of new 
Member States where these debates on contemporary urban challenges are 
very relevant in a limited number of cities. At the same time, there are urgent 
problems to be addressed in non-urban areas. Moreover, the EU debate has 
been central for some countries in rediscovering the need to address the imbal-
ances and threats to territorial cohesion generated by the contrast between 
strategic urban areas and inner areas, often characterized by the historic role of 
small and medium-sized cities forgotten by the national policy agenda (see the 
Italian case for the development of the Inner Areas Strategy, as described by 
Fedeli, but also the ubiquitous discussion in the French context reconstructed 
by Demazière and Sykes).

Despite these problematic circumstances, it is noticeable that some Member 
States are making a tremendous effort to move beyond traditional and estab-
lished governance frameworks. There are different ways in which this is 
happening, from the Dutch case of trying to perform a ‘facilitative role in stim-
ulating urban policy innovations aimed at major societal challenges’ described 
by Denters, to the French model based on the central role of the state in pro-
moting multi-level agreements, as described by Demazière and Sykes. On the 
contrary, Ireland seems to be experiencing a process of re-centralization, as 
discussed by Russell and Williams. This is probably not an isolated case, since 
recent literature has highlighted the return of national governments as agents in 
the field of urban policies in the last decade, which is also sometimes a result 
of the role assigned to the national level in the process of implementing EU 
policies. Of course, these efforts are very challenging. In particular, states still 
seem to be getting into deep difficulties as they try to move beyond an estab-
lished tradition of sectoral policies and established levels of self-government 
(see the Swedish case again, as described by Lidström and Hertting).

Looking at the EU debate and pilot actions on the Urban Agenda, we can 
find evidence of the above-mentioned processes. They both mirror this effort 
and try to foster it, providing, more and more in recent times, principles of 
integrated action and multi-level governance aimed at addressing the necessity 
of more effective policy frameworks. In this sense, we find several synergies 
between EU and national action. Some national governments have extensively 
referred to the EU in order to find appropriate solutions to their problems. 
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This is the case in Spain with Integrated Sustainable Urban Development, as 
described by De Gregorio Hurtado and Sánchez. This is also true for the inno-
vative governance frameworks which have aimed at advancing the capacity 
of action at the local level, such as the Urban Innovative Actions, but also the 
series of intergovernmental deals going beyond traditional boundaries, such as 
integrated territorial initiatives or the Interreg projects, to mention just some of 
the attempts to emphasize the territorial focus of public action. Italy, together 
with Spain, Portugal and Poland, have mostly taken advantage of these oppor-
tunities to challenge the established governance frameworks. Moreover, some 
national governments have taken the lead in introducing such innovations in 
the EU debate and have been able to combine the opportunities offered by 
the EU debate with the necessity of finding (more) space for national urban 
policies in their own country. This is the role played by the Toledo Declaration 
in Spain according to De Gregorio Hurtado and Sánchez, as well as by the Pact 
of Amsterdam in the Dutch context, as suggested by Denters.

4.	 DEVELOPING A COMMON UNDERSTANDING: 
TOPICS AND APPROACHES

From the thematic point of view, according to the UN-Habitat/OECD report, 
the EU and North America share a more explicit focus on economic develop-
ment in their national urban policies, followed by a focus on spatial structure 
and sustainability, and then on human development, with only a small part 
on climate resilience. The most developed thematic priorities seem to relate 
to ‘balanced national and regional development, sometimes restraining the 
growth of major cities; promoting sustainable urban growth; urban renewal 
strategies; cities as engines of economic competitiveness and productivity’, 
while ‘aging population, stagnating demography, and deindustrialization’ are 
identified as the most shared challenges (UN-Habitat and OECD 2018, 38). In 
many cases, the policy priorities seem to be ‘urban renewal, social cohesion 
and integration’ (UN-Habitat and OECD 2018, 57).

In this perspective, the cases collected in this book show the permeability of 
national contexts to the EU debate and the mobility of policy ideas between the 
Member States. During the 1990s, the EU recognized the need to fight inequal-
ities at the neighbourhood level and imbalanced development at the regional 
level, taking a lead from the French and UK approaches. More recently, the 
integrated sustainable approach has filtered through to the EU debate, and the 
EU in particular has been the vector of such an approach in the new Member 
States. Based on a new green deal, the new cohesion policy cycle again seems 
highly influential in this respect. We could easily conclude that from the 
rhetoric point of view, the EU has been highly influential in shaping the policy 
agenda priorities. Nevertheless, almost every case in this volume shows signs 
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of a restless national debate on what the priorities of national urban policies 
should be (see the Italian debate, as described by Fedeli, as well as the French 
case, described by Demazière and Sykes).

It is also clear how the area-based approach and, more recently, the 
place-based approach debate has been influential for national urban policies in 
the EU, although it remains far from being able to fulfil the EU’s expectations 
and policy objectives, as De Gregorio Hurtado and Sánchez explain in the 
Spanish case and Heinelt and Zimmermann in the German case. In some other 
cases, these concepts have become pillars in public policy debate (as in the 
Italian case, as reconstructed by Fedeli). Something similar has also happened 
for the role of public participation, which has been widely experimented with 
all over the EU. However, it has only achieved limited results, often finding 
little application in practice (see the case of Slovakia by Finka and Husár).

Indeed, as the chapters explain well, one of the most complex transversal 
challenges that national urban policies try to deal with is the ‘creation of 
a collaborative multi-level governance system’, as clearly suggested by De 
Gregorio Hurtado and Sánchez in their chapter dedicated to Spain. However, 
the challenge is evident in most countries, so much so that sometimes this 
seems to be the real issue at stake in national urban policies: the city is 
a complex transcalar process, difficult to address by sectoral policies, which 
indeed remain at the forefront of state action. Many of our chapters dedicate 
space to sectoral policies that still count for much in the state action model 
and produce urban policies indirectly, the city remaining the stage of different 
sectoral actors and problems.

5.	 TYPOLOGIES OF NATIONAL URBAN POLICIES 
IN THE EU

We lack a comparative analysis of all the EU Member States’ national urban 
policies since the publication in 1997 of the EU spatial planning compendium 
(which was more a comparative study on the spatial planning systems rather 
than on urban policies). The preliminary work carried out by the OECD in 
2017, under the series national urban policies, offers some insights into how 
EU Member States are faring under this broad umbrella term. In particular, 
according to the OECD report, it is possible to distinguish between different 
typologies of national-level engagement in urban policy.

The first is explicit national urban policies (see in particular the case of 
Belgium or France, with a long-standing tradition of urban policies and often 
dedicated ministries and national agencies). A sub-category of this one is 
those Member States where the presence of a national urban policy seems to 
be more recent and mostly related to the new focus on the urban dimension 
promoted and financially supported by the recent cycles of cohesion policy. 
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This is the case of the Czech Republic and Estonia, but also Spain recently, 
Italy in the 1990s, and Poland (as reconstructed by Żuber, Szmigiel-Rawska 
and Krukowska) and Slovakia (presented by Finka and Husár).

Even though, seen from a distance, this first family of Member States with 
explicit urban policies can be identified, this book’s contributions show how 
difficult it is to isolate cases of explicit and direct national urban policies. 
What is more, even when this looks feasible, these policies are still lacking 
coherence and a strategic vision (see, in particular, the discussion on the Italian 
debate and the Polish and Irish cases, which provide three different examples). 
From this perspective, we could argue that the EU debate has not been able to 
impact, foster and feed the capacity to deliver a strategic approach, apart from 
in a few cases, like the Spanish one, according to De Gregorio Hurtado and 
Sánchez. Despite decades of efforts, much direct national urban policy remains 
unable to look strategically at cities and to help them to address their problems 
and to fully exploit their role in supporting their countries and the EU (again, 
see the case of Spain). Nevertheless, in some of these cases, the effects have 
been fascinating, having opened appropriate spaces for an overall reflection 
on the urban dimension and urban policies. This is the case of Portugal, as 
described by Teles, Romeiro and Moreno Pires.

The second family is the largest and is composed of those countries that 
officially have no explicit and direct national urban policies. Beside Italy, 
the OECD report (2017) mentions Austria, Denmark and Greece (the latter 
three not covered in this book). However, many of these states have a national 
spatial strategy (Denmark, but also Ireland) or national programmes with 
specific tools to directly support urban renewal and urban development (Italy), 
or several indirect policies dealing with the urban dimension (see Romania as 
described by Stănuș, Pop and Dragoman). There is no Ministry dedicated to 
urban policies in any of these cases, even if there have been attempts to insti-
tute such a dedicated policy competence. Sometimes there are or have been 
interministerial committees. This situation seems to be gradually disappearing 
in today’s EU. As the book’s chapters show, many states are investing in cities 
and the urban question, partly because of the EU’s cohesion policy framework. 
Nevertheless, this apparent convergence seems very slow, and it is hard to 
imagine a quick and coherent shift towards explicit national urban policies.

A third group coalesces around the fact that in many EU Member States 
there is a diffuse use of multi-scalar contracts, based on collaboration between 
the local, the regional and the national level and several sectoral policies which 
invest in cities, often in a strategic and explicit manner (see for example the 
Finnish case according to the OECD). This is probably one of the directions in 
which more convergence is noticeable: the cases of the Netherlands, the UK, 
France, and Italy and Spain to a certain extent, show clear evidence of this 
effort towards the development of a new governance approach. Nevertheless, 
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the logic behind these different innovations and the stories of their success 
show discontinuities and disconnections, pitfalls and contradictions. Despite 
the positive intentions of the national government when it comes to reinvent-
ing its role, much is still to be done in this direction. What is more, in some 
cases, the role of the national government as gatekeeper is still influential, and 
sometimes even growing.

In a small number of cases, national urban policies are more a policy frame-
work based on principles than a coherent set of actions (see, for example, 
Germany, as described by Heinelt and Zimmermann), but with so few exam-
ples the impact of this model seems unclear and difficult to discuss or explain. 
Nevertheless, this is an interesting pathway to overcome sectoral, fragmented 
and extraordinary policies, but it still seems to lack the effectiveness and legit-
imacy needed to address the urban question.

6.	 EUROPEANIZATION UNDER A NEW LENS

All in all, what can be extracted from the cases collected here creates a tricky 
paradox from the lens of Europeanization. While the literature has focused 
intensely on EU urban policies’ weakness due to the strong reluctance of 
Member States to devolve this competence, we would argue that this is only 
part of the story. Indeed, the status of national urban policies per se is some-
what contested at the national level in many Member States.

The difficulties the EU has experienced in entering this policy field could 
be considered partly the consequence of the fragile status of urban policies in 
national agendas and not just the result of the resistance of national govern-
ments to share the competence in this area. The nation states, in other words, 
are still de facto the most important protagonists in this debate. It is still the 
case that in many of them the question as to whether or not urban policies 
deserve an explicit national policy framework and direct action remains 
open. In this sense, on the one hand we should stop blaming the EU for its 
limited capacity to have an impact on this field. On the other hand, we have 
new relevant insights on using the concept of Europeanization in the urban 
policy field, whether variegated or not (Carpenter et al. 2020). In other words, 
Europeanization can be used to explore the still open question: do we need an 
urban policy led by a national level, or not? And if so, what kind of policy?

A second conclusion is that, although the EU’s role has been explicit at 
certain points, so far the EU has only had an impact in a relatively indirect and 
fragmented way on national traditions and policy cultures. It has not consist-
ently managed to move national governments to design and implement national 
urban policies frameworks (see the case of Italy), even if in some cases it has 
acted as a lever (see the cases of the Netherlands, Spain, Portugal and Poland, 
with all their differences). Nor has it been able to prevent the local dismantling 
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of quite advanced and developed existing policy frameworks (see the UK or 
the French context). Nevertheless, when reading the cases, one cannot help 
noticing convergences, recurrences and similar rhetoric and argumentations. 
In this respect, there is nothing new or unexpected when saying that the EU’s 
role so far has been more relevant in terms of working on the software rather 
than on the hardware. Rather than working directly on the polity dimension, in 
focusing on the methodological dimension of the ‘how’ the EU has been able 
to feed the debate and support innovation spaces.

In this respect, it is interesting to discuss whether, after years of debate on 
a possible EU Urban Agenda seen as a clear action plan for cities, the recent 
process leading to the Pact of Amsterdam has given light to something that 
completely reshapes the perspective on Europeanization. While in the late 
1990s, following the publication of the EU compendium on spatial plan-
ning, we could have expected the possibility of aligning different countries 
within a common methodological framework generated by EU experts and 
policy-makers, the recent EU Urban Agenda places emphasis on thematic 
partnerships and indicates the need for transcalar coalitions that feed the policy 
debate beyond national boundaries. This seems to be a crucial challenge to 
the established idea of Europeanization as a process that goes from the EU to 
national contexts and back. Indeed, the impact of this new approach still seems 
to be implicit in national urban policy elaboration, where the role of national 
states remains more oriented to providing an overall framework to local prob-
lems rather than addressing the urban question strategically and in a transcalar 
dimension. We will discuss this in the next section.

7.	 THE EU URBAN AGENDA: A NEW POLICY 
MOBILITY MODEL?

Since the mid-1990s, there have been ongoing discussions about the impor-
tance of cities for the EU’s broader objectives and increasing recognition of 
EU policy’s potential role in influencing national and local urban agendas. 
Although the EU has no formal competence in urban policy issues, written 
declarations first appeared in the late 1990s linking the EU to the urban 
development role. The first document setting out these ideas was the European 
Commission’s roadmap ‘Towards an Urban Agenda in the European Union’ 
(CEC 1997), which was closely followed by a framework for action to promote 
sustainable urban development (CEC 1998), the first European-level document 
to set out the fundamental principles of a European approach to urban policy 
(Carpenter 2011). In the following decades, various charters were issued on the 
so-called ‘Urban Acquis’, the principles of European urban development (EU 
Ministers 2004; CEC 2011; 2014a), along with numerous other declarations 
of intent concerning EU urban futures (EU Ministers 2007; 2010), but few 
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concrete outcomes have materialized until recently. It had been a long time 
coming, close on 20 years, but in June 2016 EU Ministers responsible for 
Urban Affairs signed an agreement, the ‘Pact of Amsterdam’, setting out for 
the first time a common ‘Urban Agenda for the EU’ (EU Ministers 2016), for 
the future development of European cities (Fedeli et al. 2020).

The Pact of Amsterdam sets out an innovative approach to urban develop-
ment at the EU level. Rather than presenting a blueprint for urban develop-
ment, the ‘Urban Agenda for the EU’ sets out a novel working method to bring 
together multi-level, multi-sectoral and multi-Member State stakeholders in 
thematic partnerships to address 12 specific challenges related to urban devel-
opment with the EU. The aim is to develop action plans for each theme related 
to better regulation, funding and knowledge and put in place pilot innovative 
actions that test out some of the proposals (Mamadouh 2018).

One of the critical foundations of the ‘Urban Agenda for the EU’ is the notion 
of a shared understanding of the basic principles that underpin urban develop-
ment. Despite the different national contexts and varied trajectories that cities 
have taken across the 28 (now 27) Member States, the ‘Urban Agenda for the 
EU’ reiterates the cornerstone of the EU’s approach to urban development, 
as set out in the European Commission’s Cities of Tomorrow (CEC 2011). 
As this position paper states, ‘there is, in fact, an explicit European model of 
urban development’ (CEC 2011, 5), which embeds the principles of an inte-
grated approach to urban development, together with a multi-level partnership 
approach to governance at both horizontal and vertical levels. As the European 
Commission notes: ‘Measures concerning physical urban renewal should be 
combined with measures promoting education, economic development, social 
inclusion, and environmental protection. The development of strong partner-
ships involving local citizens, civil society, the local economy, and the various 
government levels is an indispensable element’ (CEC 2014b, 2; italics added).

It is this partnership element that has been implemented in the ‘Urban 
Agenda for the EU’, through what Potjer and Hajer (2017, 2) frame as ‘exper-
imental learning’, and this represents the most interesting element of innova-
tion. A series of 12 thematic partnerships bring together public and private 
stakeholders, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the European 
Commission, with up to 20 actors working together over three years, initially 
drawing up an action plan, and then implementing concrete initiatives to 
pilot innovative approaches to identified challenges. Potjer and Hajer (2017) 
identify three central principles for the partnerships: the ‘local principle’, 
identifying cities as the critical locus for addressing European challenges; the 
‘horizontal principle’, sharing urban challenges and solutions across different 
stakeholders; and the ‘vertical principle’, recognizing the roles of all three 
levels of government (local, national and EU) for effective governance at the 
urban level. This ‘experimentalist governance’ model (Sabel and Zeitlin 2008) 
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provides an alternative approach to informing policy, which creates space for 
promising innovative approaches to urban challenges and new structures for 
these initiatives to be implemented.

Evidence from research into the partnerships’ workings suggests that 
implementing the Urban Agenda for the EU represents a significant achieve-
ment, providing an innovative model for open governance. However, some 
suggest that its visibility and prominence could be improved (Korthals Altes 
and Haffner 2019). Purkarthofer (2019) argues that the structured approach 
adopted across the partnerships provided a useful framework to develop tar-
geted pilot interventions. Impacts were achieved through an informal approach 
involving ‘soft’ mechanisms such as knowledge transfer and framing messages 
for key stakeholders across different levels of government and different sectors 
(public, private and civil society). However, in some cases, Member State 
actors’ involvement was ‘problematic’ given their a priori access and influence 
through more formal mechanisms (Potjer et al. 2018, 18; Purkarthofer 2019). 
As Armondi (2020) argues, the ‘soft’ mechanisms of the Urban Agenda repre-
sent a powerful legitimization of new urban sovereignty that the EU endorses, 
which counters some of the more nationalistic and Eurosceptic voices that 
have gained prominence since the global financial crisis.

The Urban Agenda for the EU offered an innovative addition to approaches 
that address Europe’s urban issues. The lessons going forward from this 
experience in multi-level governance could feed into a valuable evolution 
of the method, in response to the ongoing challenges facing towns and cities 
throughout the EU. This participative form of multi-level cooperation has been 
shown to effectively bring different voices to the table to develop innovative 
initiatives, and with the current challenges that many cities are facing, this 
partnership model may prove invaluable in addressing some of the EU’s most 
critical urban problems in the future.
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16.	 In search of momentum for national 
urban policy
Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli

1.	 INTRODUCTION

The contributions in this volume display a discrepancy between the aspirations 
visible in European and global discourses on the necessity for strong urban 
policies and the actions actually undertaken by national and sub-national gov-
ernments. We are not just referring to the European Urban Agenda, the New 
Urban Agenda of the United Nations, the renewed Leipzig Charter for sustain-
able urban development or OECD sources (OECD 2017) but also to the many 
transnational networks and agencies such as Metropolis or C40, which are 
trying to give voice to the expectations of cities all over the world for policies 
that are able to tackle the emerging urban challenges. Just from looking at the 
titles of the contributions in this book, we can clearly perceive how the context 
is still characterized by a lot of question marks or metaphorical insinuations 
such as ‘waiting for Godot’, ‘limited, fragmented and powerless’ or ‘benign 
neglect’ (these are taken from the titles of the chapters on Italy, Sweden and 
Ireland, respectively). In other cases, the authors question the effectiveness of 
national urban programmes, as well as the longstanding tradition that has gen-
erated them, in addressing contemporary challenges (e.g. France). At the same 
time there is no doubt that urban issues are, or have been, on the agenda of 
national governments such as Spain, Portugal, Romania, Poland and, recently, 
Slovakia.

National urban policies used to be a stable component of national policies 
in France, the Netherlands and Germany, but France and the Netherlands 
are experiencing a significant transformation, with the two countries going 
in totally different directions with regard to the instruments and goals of 
urban policies. Germany displays a rather stable pattern of central–local rela-
tions within the context of cooperative federalism. In many states, national 
platforms, agendas or networks exist, trying to bring urban problems to the 
national agenda. Usually these platforms are supported by the national gov-
ernment (such as POPSU in France1 or the Nationale Stadtenwicklungspolitik 
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in Germany2), but we also observe initiatives stemming from academia (such 
as Urban@it in Italy3). The UK presents the case with the strongest disruptive 
changes: from a rich experience of area-based initiatives for urban regenera-
tion to a kind of growing neglect of state-led urban regeneration and a more 
recent reinvention of post-urban policies. In Sweden, Norway and Ireland we 
can say that national urban policies have a more residual status – but for dif-
ferent reasons. However, at least the most recent national planning documents 
in Ireland, though not having an institutional anchor, include specific goals for 
the urban development of Irish cities.

2.	 DO WE NEED NATIONAL URBAN POLICIES? 
AND WHICH KIND?

One of the first questions that the chapters collected in this volume raise is 
whether or not it is worth having a coordinated national urban policy. What 
is its scope and role and, moreover, how can we measure its effectiveness? 
It’s astonishing that all the contributions implicitly or explicitly evaluated the 
national urban policies of their respective countries against a very demanding 
definition of national urban policy as

•	 being integrated and profiled, significantly helping cities in solving urban 
problems;

•	 governments investing in cities because of their strategic role in the 
country.

Given that most of the authors in this volume are sceptical, the question arises: 
are expectations too high? Despite experiences during the last part of the twen-
tieth century, it still remains unclear how and if national urban policies as we 
know them are able to address the urban question and consequently what kind 
of national urban policy is needed.

The picture that this book allows us to draw is one of great differences and 
uncertainties on this first issue. First of all there is a still visible distinction 
between those countries with residual national urban policies, cyclically 
emerging and under experimentation (Italy, Romania, Sweden, Norway); 
those which have had explicit national programmes over a longer period and 
are engaged in a constant attempt to reframe at best the model of public action 
(France, the UK, the Netherlands and Germany); and finally those which have 
experienced at least temporary rise of national urban initiatives (Portugal, 
Spain, Poland and, recently, Ireland and Slovakia).

Van den Berg et al. (2007, p. 404) in their book National Policy Responses 
to Urban Challenges in Europe, a reference for many years in the field in 
which our book has been conceived, made the distinction between three types 
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of national urban policies and identified the following groups corresponding 
to these types: (1) explicit urban policies (the UK, France, the Netherlands, 
Belgium), (2) increasing policy attention to cities (Germany, Finland, Sweden, 
Denmark, Italy, Portugal) and (3) no explicit urban policies (Ireland, Spain, 
Greece, Austria, Luxembourg). Much has changed in the last 15 years, as 
Spain has experienced a rise of urban initiatives and Ireland clearly considers 
the urban dimension in its most recent national planning framework; Germany 
has been doing much more than just increasing the attention paid to cities 
(this was probably already true in 2007); the UK has experienced significant 
changes; and Italy was already moving towards the current situation where 
a new debate about urban policies is visible, as are a number of fragmented 
initiatives.

What is noticeable in any case is that those countries which have had explicit 
urban policies over a longer period have accumulated a lot of experience 
in specific fields, such as urban regeneration and housing policies. Indeed, 
many of the authors of the chapters in this book have growing and explicit 
doubts with regard to the effectiveness, integrated character and stability of 
such programmes, which are still focusing on the same, apparently unsolved, 
problems (see in particular the ‘perpetual reinvention of categories and tools’ 
in France, the ups and downs of national regeneration initiatives in the UK and 
the exploratory works of the Parliamentary Commission in Italy to identify the 
meaning of the ‘periphery’ as the target of urban policies). In many of the cases 
represented here, despite the growing numbers of international agendas and 
declared shared principles providing a worldwide overview on what should be 
the role of national urban policies for tackling urban challenges, the debate is 
far from settled. Again, despite the wide attention on policy transfer and policy 
mobility and the growing space for knowledge exchange supported by interna-
tional institutions and events, when we get to the national arenas, off-the-shelf 
solutions are still contested from different points of view. It seems that national 
urban policies emerge in national containers. The lack of a clear-cut and shared 
understanding on whether there are enough intelligent, useful, effective solu-
tions for cities and their problems remains an urgent and open policy issue. 
What is the nature of these kinds of policies? Are they specific, unique? Should 
they remain distinct or should they, rather, be framed inside a larger agenda? 
In many cases, even when they are organized and structured, as in France, 
their specificity and isolation risk trivializing what is in fact a complex policy 
issue, and as a consequence they often produce limited results. When, as in the 
German case, they are elevated to an upper strategic level, does this solution 
risk hiding the focus and destroying the efforts made? As a preliminary and 
open conclusion, the nature of national urban policies seems to require further 
reflection.
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3.	 WHAT KIND OF URBAN IS AT STAKE?

A second question that the book addresses concerns the nature of the object of 
national urban policies, a topic on which there is much open discussion. The 
turn towards a broader understanding of the urban, including also rural areas 
with structural problems, is visible in the UK (only very recently), France (in 
the last few years), Romania and Poland, and also in a way Italy (with a new 
recent nominal focus on the metropolitan dimension under the EU cohesion 
policy framework) and Slovakia (due to a high number of small jurisdictions, 
displaying a pattern of peri- and suburbanization processes with Bratislava 
being the centre of gravitation). This indicates there will be an eventual shift 
from urban regeneration policies for agglomerations to a broader set of territo-
rial interventions for small towns in rural, suburban or peri-urban areas. On the 
one hand, it looks like we are witnessing a growing awareness of the fact that 
the urban question is not only one that affects large urban agglomerations. The 
Netherlands, France, Germany and Poland have established, or at least tried 
to establish, broader policy schemes for cities and towns of different sizes, 
while most of the other countries are reflecting on this issue. On the other 
hand, the focus on small and medium-sized cities or the suburban condition 
seems still to be based on a quite traditional interpretation of this question. Is 
it just a problem of size? Is it a problem of centrality and marginality? Can we 
clearly identify specific issues for specific and defined places? Of course, the 
efforts of national governments to interpret the urban in its different forms and 
to design policies which could work for cities of different sizes and natures 
can be largely appreciated in many countries. Nevertheless, a trap seems to 
lay behind the many different urban policies. In fact, even if different and 
differentiated, the manifold profiles of the urban that compose contemporary 
space must be seen as highly interrelated. The challenge then becomes how to 
design and implement policies able to work on situatedness and relationality: 
place-based and transcalar rather than bounded and universal.

In this respect, the policy dilemma is no longer whether national govern-
ments do or do not privilege some cities while paying less attention to others, 
but becomes how public agencies can find policies able to work in a selective 
and strategic way, producing impacts that can benefit urban societies in a dif-
ferentiated way. This could address, for example, the resistance and opposition 
of different kinds of cities and citizens, which has become more and more 
visible in several of the countries examined, sometimes also being at the base 
of quite new social movements (see for example the French case).
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4.	 WHO SHOULD TAKE CARE OF CITIES?

A third question is related to the relationship between cities and the state. 
The insights of the chapters often contrast with the broad literature on the 
resurgence of Cities, Global Urban Politics and New Municipalism (Boudreau 
2016; Russell 2019; Chesire 2006; Pinson 2019). Considering what the authors 
in this volume have been able to contribute when talking about the state–city 
relationship in each of their countries, we feel that often this relationship has 
not been adequately scrutinized in the literature. As mentioned in Chapter 1 
of this book, there are different positions in this debate. On the one hand we 
find those contexts in which cities are considered as national champions and 
darlings of national governments:

Today, the state not only reinforces the role of major cities and city-regions in 
‘national survival’ but also harnesses city-spaces, the agency of cities, their sym-
bolic value and their supposedly creative social milieux in the constant production 
of the state as a territory of national wealth, power and belonging. (Moisio 2018, 
p. 1424)

On the other hand we find those interpretations of state–city relationships char-
acterized by decentralization and austerity, enabling governance, and steering 
at a distance. The hollowing out of the state, austerity policies and the with-
drawal of the state from essential policies such as housing have impacted on 
cities, providing them with apparent autonomy, but few resources for action.

Between these two positions we would situate the discourse on stateless 
urbanism or cities as ‘saviours of global democracy’ and sites for innovation. 
Some of the contributions based on this discourse create the impression that 
something like a stateless urban policy exists; that cities are not even in need 
of national governments as states have become dysfunctional and paralyzed 
by strained budgets and dysfunctional party structures. Evidence for this is 
somewhat anecdotal or refers to a few cities as global policy leaders (see, for 
a contrasting position and more balanced analysis, Bassens et al. 2019; Pinson 
2019; Kübler and Lefèvre 2017).

The contributions in this volume shed some light on the relevance of these 
discourses and the implicit assumptions they make on state–city relationships. 
A biased national urban policy with a focus on national champions is visible 
in only a few cases, and even in these cases it forms only part of the story 
(Norway, the Netherlands, and to a limited degree Sweden), so it’s not an 
overall pattern. Political and administrative decentralization has had a big 
impact on urban policies in France, Italy, Spain and Portugal, but this can’t 
be seen as a clear victory for cities over the state (which becomes particularly 
apparent when looking at Italy). Overall, austerity measures have had a clear 
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effect on urban policies in many states, and in the UK, the Netherlands, Italy, 
Spain and France in particular.

All the contributions to this volume argue for a stronger role for national 
governments, higher-profile national urban policies and continuous 
inter-institutional dialogues. Stateless urban policy does not seem to be 
a viable option and the most relevant national urban policies that are at stake 
are housing policies, urban regeneration policies, mobility policies and climate 
change policies. Hence, the nexus of national policies and urban welfare is still 
an issue. Although the strength and degree of coherence differs a lot, almost 
all the countries represented in this volume had implemented national urban 
policy initiatives (Sweden and Norway being the exceptions for different 
reasons). This raises the questions: does national urban policy always empower 
cities? Should this be the goal? How much discretion should be given to local 
authorities? Is strengthening local self-government in terms of finances 
and administrative capacity the most appropriate national urban policy? In 
Sweden, and to a lesser degree also in Germany, the design of national urban 
policies is influenced by the doctrine of local self-government (that is to say: 
local autonomy). Other national governments continue to intervene in local 
politics even if they follow decentralization agendas (France, Italy). In addi-
tion, in some states local governments are increasingly used as instruments for 
meeting national policy goals (climate change, sustainable energy provision; 
see Norway and Germany).

At the same time, while this book was in the making, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has opened new discussions on the renewed role for national policies in 
regulating the urban way of life, on the one hand, and on what kinds of cities 
we should strive for in the future, on the other. The two discussions together 
are going to stress, or are already stressing, some of the ongoing trends 
observed in most of the countries in this book.

5.	 HOW? WHAT KINDS OF INSTRUMENTS CAN 
SUPPORT URBAN POLICIES?

Throughout the chapters we find interesting reconstructions of many exper-
imental approaches in the field. Policy instruments that have achieved 
widespread recognition are area-based initiatives (ABIs) with their various 
ramifications. There are different names for them but their character is that 
of a comprehensive, integrated, participatory and, more recently, place-based 
intervention. ABIs have been in use since the 1990s and 2000s in their various 
forms (Atkinson 2000; Lawless 2006) and have gained the support of many 
national governments and, of course, that of the EU (ISUD, URBAN II). 
There is an ongoing evolution of ABIs towards integrated urban development 
or what is sometimes called complex urban intervention. More interest-
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ingly, the area-based approach has been able to push for a new focus on the 
role of local societies in urban policies. The urban policy of the European 
Commission clearly supports this evolution and the influence is recognizable 
in Spain, Portugal, Italy and Poland (for the case of Italy, see Vinci 2019). 
The place-based approach (Barca 2009), proposed by the EU for the cohesion 
policy period 2014–2020, appears in more nuanced forms, being difficult to 
detect because of its experimental nature. Despite having become central in 
many national discourses, it still remains largely underdeveloped and under-
exploited in practice.

With regard to the choice of instruments, a difficult dilemma emerges. On 
the one hand, what is evident and astonishing is that one of the most pertinent 
issues in many countries still seems to be the lack of funding dedicated to cities. 
On the other hand, more interestingly, what is particularly striking is that state 
actors still seem to look at cities through the lens of instruments and discourses 
of state modernization (fiscal federalism, decentralization, deal-making, man-
agerialism) but are not able to grasp cities as socio-spatial configurations 
of actors, milieux, territories and the relationships between them. In other 
words, when trying to design urban policies, states are acting without having 
a clear idea what the ‘urban’ is or should be. In his book Politics of Urbanism: 
Seeing Like a City, the Canadian Geographer Warren Magnusson clearly 
describes this inability of national governments to design interventions that 
grasp the complexity of urban development and acknowledge the nature of 
urban politics (Magnusson 2011). The argument presented in the book has 
also been debated widely in Germany, where the idea of non-partisan local 
self-government lost persuasiveness due to the fact that national parties gained 
ground in local elections.

In some cases we can find interesting state efforts to innovate in the field of 
public policies, such as in the case of the Dutch national urban policy, where 
it can also take the form of performance auditing, evaluation, intergovern-
mental peer review and cross-jurisdictional learning (see the chapter on the 
Netherlands by Bas Denters).

In other countries the interrelated nature of government is leading to an 
effort to generate new governance arrangements: city deals, agreements and 
contracting are becoming quite common, even if in different forms and with 
different results (the UK, the Netherlands, Norway, France and Italy are 
moving in this direction). On the one hand, we can find interesting initiatives 
able to fertilize the field. On the other hand, there is evidence of a mismatch 
between ordinary policy-making and extraordinary practices too much based 
on special conditions of leadership, sensitivity to the issue, and special events.

Quite a few of the chapters report on ambitions for better coordination of the 
sectoral policies of national governments. Some governments have dedicated 
agencies or inter-ministerial/inter-institutional steering groups. However, 
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success is not self-evident. A new ministry for cities was set up in Portugal in 
1999, but coordination problems at a national level were prevalent. In other 
cases, national urban agendas are isolated initiatives of single ministries and 
have often disappeared when these ministries were dissolved (see for example 
the Italian case). National ministries for urban affairs did exist in other coun-
tries but these have been amalgamated with other ministries or abolished. 
Better coordination is also needed when designing cross-ministerial urban 
policies (see the cases of Germany and Poland). Inter-ministerial coordination 
groups exist in Germany and in the Netherlands (but can be considered frus-
trated ambitions), and they also exist in Italy, where the issue of coordination 
has been recently addressed by a parliamentary commission. Policy sectors 
that call for national intervention include urban renewal, housing, climate 
change and, to some extent, mobility.

At the end of the day, initiatives for national urban policies always have an 
institutional nature that facilitates the cross-sectoral coordination of policies 
relevant for urban areas. Inter-institutional relations are an issue in Spain, 
where the autonomous regions are responsible for many urban policies and 
for legislation relating to local government (this is also partly the case in the 
differentiated regionalism of Italy and of course the cooperative federalism in 
Germany). The desire for coherent and stable national urban policies makes 
better coordination a necessity. In regionalized and federal states, the eventual 
need for sub-national urban policies has to be taken into account. However, 
this aspect has only been addressed in Spain, although in Germany it has been 
at least partially addressed in the city-states (Berlin, Hamburg, Bremen) and, 
in an earlier period, was addressed in Nordrhein-Westfalen.

6.	 ARE CITIES STILL A RELEVANT POLITICAL 
ISSUE?

A final issue centres around the political dimension and the cleavages 
ultimately being reflected in the agendas of political parties having either 
a stronger urban or non-urban basis of support. D’Albergo (2010) proposed 
in his paper a further differentiation between left-oriented and right-oriented 
governments. For some countries this still seems to be a crucial point, the 
urban question and the socio-economic challenges related to it still attracting 
the attention of governments inspired by socio-democratic ideologies, even if 
we can clearly see similarities and an urban focus also in conservative-liberal 
governments. Social Democrats in Spain as well as in France were promoters 
of urban welfare policies during the 1980s, and this was also the case in 
Germany in the late 1990s and during the 2000s. Political changes did play 
a role in the UK during recent decades (with continuities, however, which have 
gone beyond the political orientations). This connection between the policy 
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orientation and the role of the urban in the political agenda has been much dis-
cussed in the literature. The contributions in this book still fail to explain how 
the changing nature of politics in current times can affect the relationship with 
the urban dimension. More than that, many of the countries discussed here are 
in fact experiencing an epochal restructuring of politics, sometimes reflected in 
the fading away of traditional political movements and parties. The French, the 
Spanish and the Italian cases, where government coalitions are supported by 
newly emerging anti-establishment movements, still show an interest in cities 
and urban policies; indeed, in some cases mayors have become crucial actors at 
national level, in others the new political movements have found a strong base 
in cities. At the same time, some of these new political actors have not based 
their campaign, or their success, on gaining the votes of cities (where voters 
and parties have demonstrated a more traditional attachment to traditional 
politics). In some cases, the focus of the newly emerging political forces is 
anti-urban. How is this structural change going to affect urban policies, locally 
and even more so at national level? Further research is needed in this direction 
(also with regard to the role of conservative parties in Poland and Romania, 
for example).

7.	 SOME COMPARATIVE CONCLUSIONS

Is it possible to conclude with a comparative view? This collection of essays 
has used the heuristic proposed by d’Albergo (2010) as a starting point, which 
has proven to be a useful instrument but needs further elaboration. As d’Al-
bergo argued, the real nature of practices does not offer space for clear-cut 
typologies and often the same case offers elements which move between 
different typologies: in the case of several countries, such as Portugal for 
example, we can find simultaneously active and passive state policies.

In summarizing the chapters of this edited volume, the first overall conclu-
sion is that it is still the case that not all national governments give high priority 
to the urban dimension of public policies or have explicit urban agendas and 
programmes. We can see a clearer evolution of national urban policies in 
Portugal,4 Spain and Poland (though with some discontinuities in the cases 
of Poland and Spain). Other states show disruptions (the UK) or clear insti-
tutional barriers (such as the doctrine of local self-government in the case of 
Sweden). Germany, France and the Netherlands show a continuous presence 
of urban issues on national agendas, but in France and the Netherlands changes 
are taking place in relation to form and content. In France, for instance, we 
are observing a shift from the Politique de la ville for the banlieue to a wider 
national policy scheme for all kinds of small and medium-sized towns and 
nonprivileged urban areas. In the Netherlands, there has been a clear shift 
towards more flexible and enabling policy schemes (such as the City Deals), 
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with the design of complex interventions (integrated sustainable development) 
still being the template. One of the most significant changes happened in 2015, 
with the end of the Urban Policy Initiative.

In terms of policy issue characterization, the countries presented in this book 
show much variation and path-dependent developments. With the current level 
of understanding, it is difficult to build typologies. However, with the risk of 
stretching a concept too far, national urban policies resemble the four types of 
urban governance that Jon Pierre suggested in 1999 (Pierre 1999). He distin-
guished the four following types that we adapt and use in a nonexclusive way 
(i.e. a state can represent more than one type).

1.	 Corporatist: corporatist urban policies are distributional policies and 
concerted actions with a considerable degree of participation (of associ-
ations of cities, associations of renters or house owners, public housing 
firms, local leaders etc.). Hence, the policy style is inclusive and based 
on negotiations. Non-organized interest groups tend to be neglected. 
A large public sector as a specific form of urban capitalism is instrumental 
(housing associations and public utilities, see Lorrain 2005). Conflicts are 
solved by the deliberation of interest groups. We would consider Germany 
and Slovakia as being part of this group (Slovakia because of the inclusive 
process of the elaboration of the urban agenda for 2030).

2.	 Managerial: managerialist urban policies are influenced by the idea of 
a lean state, and often emerge as a reaction to a fiscal crisis. They tend 
to be asymmetric, flexible and efficiency-oriented and use procedural 
tools such as contracting and agreements with cities along with financial 
tools such as urban funds (such as JESSICA, promoted by the European 
Commission). They are characterized by a focus on professionalism, 
efficiency and monitoring of results and make an instrumental use of 
city-networks. As a result, urban policies are more sector-oriented (mobil-
ity, housing, climate change) and less integrated. Cities are partners, not 
beneficiaries. The Netherlands, Norway (where agreements are in use for 
climate and transport policies) and the UK are exemplary cases.

3.	 Pro-Growth: pro-growth urban policies see cities as agents. Often 
partnerships are used as instruments. Pro-growth policies are strongly 
outcome-oriented and give less emphasis to an inclusive process. We may 
add the characteristics of temporariness and asymmetric national inter-
ventions. This type of national urban policy has not been mentioned often 
in the chapters of this book, but we would consider Ireland, the UK, the 
Netherlands and to some extent France as demonstrating these features.

4.	 Welfare: urban welfare policies are re-distributional policies, inclusive 
and often with their origin in old industrial areas. Cities are beneficiaries 
(more passive than active, but this has changed a lot). In recent times we 
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also find small and medium-sized cities as the targets of national policy 
schemes (France, Poland, Romania, Germany). Still, shrinkage, deindus-
trialization and disadvantaged neighbourhoods, urban poverty and migra-
tion are the main concerns. Urban welfare policies are equity-oriented, 
area-based and direct, and they encourage a stronger role for parties 
and relations between parties and local bureaucrats. Germany, France, 
occasionally Italy (in the 1990s and more recently) and the UK and the 
Netherlands in the past are exemplary cases.

While this tentative typology may have some heuristic merits, it does not 
include the criterion of funding available for urban policies.

Several factors may explain the evolution and change of national urban 
policies. Van den Berg et al. mention the degree of urbanization in a country, 
the presence of a number of large cities, the administrative framework and 
financial system and the emergence of typical large-city problems (van den 
Berg et al. 2007, p. 400). Still, explanatory models need to be more complex 
as the mentioned factors have a rather weak predictive quality. What has 
been mentioned as a new driver for national urban policies is, for example, 
the amalgamation and creation of big cities in the Netherlands. Nevertheless, 
urbanization and metropolitanization do not necessarily invoke national urban 
initiatives. This has been only partly true for Norway, Italy and Ireland. In 
general terms, what we can observe is a growing awareness of the multifaceted 
and interrelated nature of the urban problematique, but it still seems to be 
difficult for governments to come up with policies that are capable of dealing 
with such a situation.

Cities appear more and more engaged in the field, and their role is still 
very much needed, but it is also uncertain and unsettled. In some countries, 
cities are increasingly seen as agents implementing national policy goals and 
initiatives (the Netherlands, Germany, Norway) or even EU policies. This 
is often the case for climate policies and sometimes the case for innovation 
policies. This type of national urban policy differs from the urban regeneration 
schemes that were prevalent in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. In this period 
of urban decline, cities were in need of financial support and needed new 
approaches (Urban Welfare) (Pierre 1999, p. 386). Cities were beneficiaries of 
these funding schemes and in some cases more than just passive receivers or 
policy-takers. Climate change is not necessarily an urban crisis – at least not 
in the same way as, say, deindustrialization was – but a wider policy issue. 
Still, national governments need cities as policy implementing agencies in this 
field, an argument that we often find also at the EU level. But funding is often 
discontinuous and integrated in inflexible multi-level funding schemes.

As a final remark before closing the book, one cannot but notice what 
Behar discussed some years ago with reference to the French case: urban 
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policies are highly commented upon, but poorly debated. With the comments 
often being negative, with few in-depth analyses, the logics of urban policies 
seem destined to completely change in a few years. In fact, this book clearly 
conveys the constant changes urban policies have gone through since the state 
of the art presented by van den Berg et al. in 2007. Torn between the urgency 
of providing solutions to problems that often become suddenly visible and 
explosive, despite being structural and omnipresent, and the wider need for 
reforms that are able to tackle more structurally the failures of public action, 
the ultimate design and purpose of national urban policies is an open question. 
At least in the last decades the heterogeneity of the urban question and the need 
to go beyond the overlapping of the social question with the urban question (as 
defined by Behar 1999) have become clearer in many contexts. Nevertheless, 
national urban policies still seem far from meeting the many expectations of 
citizens, policy-makers, experts and academics.

NOTES

1.	 POPSU: Plateforme d’observation des projets et stratégies urbaines, http://​www​
.popsu​.archi​.fr.

2.	 https://​www​.nationale​-stad​tentwicklu​ngspolitik​.de/​NSPWeb/​DE/​Home/​home​
_node​.html.

3.	 https://​www​.urbanit​.it.
4.	 And that is different to the results of van den Berg et al. (2007, p. 404).
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(Ireland) 74
General Commission for Territorial 

Equality (CGET), France 45
German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) 15, 24
German federalism 14, 17, 24, 30
German federal system 15
German Länder 14, 17
German national urban policies

actors in 20–24
case of labour-market policy 28–9
‘City Renewal – East’ programme 

26
‘City Renewal – West’ programme 

26
‘Clean Air 2017–2020’ programme 

18
construction and school-building 

maintenance 17
current challenges for urban areas 

16–18
current local government system 

14–16
debt-relief programme for cities 

with heavy debts 16
diesel scandal (2017) and 16–17, 30
energy policy 16
evolution of 18–20
Federal Building Act 27–8
Federal Ministry of the Environment 

21
grand coalition cabinet 21–2
‘green-alternative’ urban middle 

class 22
housing crises 20
Integriertes 

Stadtentwicklungskonzept 26
interministerial working group 

on sustainable urban 
development 20

inter-municipal cooperation 15
intervention of national government 

on 24
Kommunalinvestitionsförderungs 

fonds (KfW) 17
local zoning plans 28
Ministry for Transport and Urban 

Development 19

Karsten Zimmermann and Valeria Fedeli - 9781839109058
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 03/28/2025 05:57:59PM

via Open Access. Open
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


A modern guide to national urban policies in Europe338

Nationale Stadtentwicklungspolitik 
16, 19

reduction of land consumption 27–8
role and influence of the EU on 

23–4
smart city initiatives 23
social housing programme 17
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public sector reforms 105
public spending 109
Regional Public Authorities 111, 

112
Region Deals 116
revenues Dutch municipalities 

receive from central 
government 106

and role of national government in 
urban affairs 121–3

role of the EU in the development 
of 120

Social Democrats (PvdA) 111, 115, 
118

‘Sociale Vernieuwing’ (Social 
Innovation) initiative 110

Social Liberals (D66) 111, 118
social policies 116
on social quality of selected urban 

neighbourhoods 115
social renewal and regional public 

authorities 110–11
Social Renewal Grant 110
Social Renewal Initiative 110
specific policies 121
Thorbecke’s Municipal Law of 1851 

105
urban governance system 104, 

105–7
Urban Policy Initiative

Period 1 111–12
Period 2 113–14

voluntary intermunicipal 
cooperation 112

Network of Urban Initiatives 235
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New Deal for Communities (NDC) 
programme, England 288–9

New Municipalism 324
New Public Management 5
New Urban Agenda 1, 4, 180, 218–19, 

230, 320
HABITAT III 264
implementation of 2

noise reduction 24
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

170, 251, 316
non-profit housing associations 78
Nordic Council of Ministers 131
Nordic urban segregation 131
Norway, urban policy in 127–8

from the 1970s to today 132–5
actors and institutions 135
agreement-based 138
for amalgamation of the regions 

(county municipalities) 130
‘Attractive Cities: Green Transition 

and Growth in Nordic 
City-Regions’ programme 
144

car-restriction tools 139
Centre of Competence on Rural 

Development (KDU) 141
centre–periphery cleavage 127, 131
‘Cities for the Future’ network 

(2008–2014) 142
city committee 132
Climate Act (2018) 137
climate budget 135
commitments in the Paris 

Agreement 133, 135–6
committee for sustainable 

development 133
for compact city/transport-hub 

development 141
contractual 138
current challenges

climate change 131–2
lack of multilevel coordination 

and cross-sector 
coordination 132

municipal structure 130
tensions between core-city 

and neighbouring 
municipalities 131

urban growth, housing and 
segregation challenge 
130–31

current local government system and 
128–30

degree of fiscal authority 129
for development of the welfare state 

127
development programme for 

city-regions (ByR) 141–2
district policy 128
economic/business cooperation 141
Europeanization of 144
evolvement of 132–5
fragmented elements of 128
functional living and working area 

(Oslo region) 129
Governmental Planning Guidelines 

for Coordinated Land-Use 
and Transport Policy 133

governmental tiers
local level (municipalities) 128
national level 128
regional level (county 

municipalities) 128
government’s rural district policy 

134
on greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

135
Grorud Valley Initiative 143
housing policy 134, 142–3
on increased use of public transport, 

cycling and walking 136
for integration of metropolitan areas/

city-regions 141–2
labour-welfare services 129
land-use and transport policies 134, 

136
‘metropolitan funding’ for 

addressing social problems 
128

Ministry of Local Government and 
Labour 132

Ministry of Local Governments and 
Modernization (KMD) 128, 
141

National Expectations for Regional 
and Local Planning in 2019 
134
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national regeneration programmes 
134

National Transport Plan 138–9
national (local) urban regeneration 

programmes 143
oil industry 131
People’s Action against Toll Roads 

Party 140
Planning and Building Act (2008) 

128, 137
political ‘climate compromises’ 136
Professional Advice for Sustainable 

Urban Development (2013) 
133

regional centralization processes 129
social and economic challenges 132
specific policies

climate policy 136–7
transport and land-use planning 

in metropolitan areas 
137–41

transport and land-use planning in 
metropolitan areas 137–41

contractual management 
138–40

framework of 137–8
in larger urban regions 138
localization of sectoral state 

authorities 140–41
multilevel-governance 

contractual management 
tool 138

‘Oslopakke 3’ package 139–40
‘urban packages’ system 

138–40
Urban Growth Agreements 134, 

137–40
White Paper concerning 132, 134
Zero-Growth Goal 136–7, 139–40

nurse index 143

Obama administration 3
Operational Programme for Local 

Urban and Rural Development 
1994–1999 (OPLURD 
1994–1999) 66

Optionskommune 29
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) 128, 
250

definition of functional urban areas 
129

Osborne, George 298
owner-occupation of housing 286
owner-occupied housing 79

Pact of Amsterdam (2016) 1, 120, 229, 
231, 311, 315, 316

approach to urban development 316
Urban Agenda for the EU 316

Paris Agreement 131–2
Norway’s commitments in 133, 

135–6
participatory governance 118
partnerships, principles for

horizontal principle 316
local principle 316
vertical principle 316

path-dependent boundedness 4
Pechtold, Alexander 114–15
People’s Action against Toll Roads 

Party, The 140
people with disabilities 210
performance auditing 326
peri-urban interfaces 181
peri-urban municipalities 256
Personal Income Tax 158
person-based car transport 133
PHARE (Poland and Hungary 

Assistance for the Restructuring of 
the Economy) programme 153

Pierre, Jon 329
pillarized civic organizations 104
Plan Felipe (Spain) 223
Planning and Development Act (1963), 

Ireland 59
Plano Nacional de Desenvolvimento 

Económico e Social (PNDES) see 
National Economic and Social 
Development Plan (Portugal)

Poland, urban policies in 149–51
accession to the EU 158, 169
Act on Revitalisation 170
actors engaged in 163–4
‘Clean Air’ programme 167
Concept of Spatial Development for 

Poland 2030 155
on construction of cheap housing 

150
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current challenges for urban areas 
158–62

decentralisation of the state and 150
development of regional capitals 

152
Europeanisation of 150
evolution of 152–8
hierarchy of 163
housing development programme

Mieszkanie Plus 157
impact of European policy on 150
industrial restructuring 153
Instrument for Structural Policies 

for Pre-Accession (ISPA) 153
integrated regeneration plans 157
on issue of unemployment 153
‘Law and Justice’ political party 165
Law on Construction 158
Law on Planning and Spatial 

Development 157
Middle-Sized Cities Package 157, 

161
Model Revitalisation of Cities 171
multi-governance model 157
multi-level governance and 

partnership 156
National Regional Development 

Strategy 2010–2020 155, 170
National Regional Development 

Strategy 2030 156, 171
National Urban Policy 2023 

(NUP2023) 150, 156, 167
National Urban Renewal Committee 

171
Office for Housing and Urban 

Development 163
PHARE programme 153
on political and economic 

integration 149
pro-development public policy 152
on quality of urban governance 150
rate of

unemployment 158
urbanisation 152

regional development strategies 162
Special Accession Programme 

for Agriculture and Rural 
Development (SAPARD) 153

Special Urban Revitalisation Zones 
170

specific policies 164–71
climate change policy 165–7
integrating metropolitan areas 

167–8
national urban renewal policy 

169–71
Strategic Plan for Adapting Sectors 

and Areas Sensitive to 
Climate Change by 2020 with 
Projections towards 2030 
(SPA2020) 165

Strategy for Responsible 
Development 156, 171

territorial governance system and 
151–2

county-type governance 151
municipalities 151–2
regional governance 151
three tiers of management 

151–2
territorialisation in public policy 150
thermo-modernisation action 166
unemployment rate in metropolitan 

areas 158
urban regeneration policies 169
Urban Renewal Guidelines for 

Operational Programmes 
2014–2020 170

policy innovation, in Europe 63, 92, 116, 
165, 310

Polish Development Fund 157, 162
POLIS Programme (Portugal) 225
political rights, of citizens 177
Politique de la Ville (France) 2, 5, 45, 48, 

50–51, 53, 328
population growth, dynamics of 17, 39, 

59, 75, 107, 130, 177, 248, 296
Portuguese urban policy

actors and multilevel governance in 
189–91

adoption of EU Urban Agenda 
186–7

challenges of
litoralization and 

metropolization 180
urban sprawl 180–81

on challenging sustainable mobility 
181–2

Cities Policy 186
on climate change mitigation 181–2
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Community-Led Local Development 
(CLLD) initiatives 188

and entry into the European 
Community 183

environment and urbanization 181–2
Europeanization of 176
evidence-based policies 185
housing, basic services and urban 

planning 180–81
Integrated Actions for Sustainable 

Urban Development 
(IASUD) 188

Integrated Territorial Development 
(ITI) programmes 188

Local Ambulatory Support Service 
183

major old and new urban challenges 
177–83

major societal, economic and 
environmental trends 178–9

Ministry of Environment and Spatial 
Development 188

Municipal Master Plans (PMOT) 
186

National Economic and Social 
Development Plan 185

National Health Service 177
National Programme for Climate 

Change 181–2
National Regional Development 

Plan 185
National Spatial Development 

Policy Programme 186
National Strategy for Climate 

Change Adaptation 182
POLIS XXI 186–7, 225
on political rights of citizens 177
public responses to urban challenges 

183–9
quality of life 182
Regional Operational Programmes 

(NUTS II) 188
Regional Spatial Development Plans 

(PROT) 186
Regulatory Regime of Territorial 

Management Tools (RJIGT) 
186

‘rurban’ territory 176
on socioeconomic vitality of coastal 

cities 176

‘Sustainable Cities 2020’ Strategy 
187–9

sustainable transport policy 181
Thematic Operational Programmes 

188
for tourism sector 183
urban demography and 180
urban governance and legislation 

182
URBAN I Community Initiative 184
on urban regeneration and 

environmental valorization 
185–6

for urban sustainability and quality 
of life 184–5

poverty, alleviation of 177
power-sharing, political culture of 104
prezydent 152
private housing development 74
private property, nationalization of 197–8
problem solving 90
Professional Advice for Sustainable 

Urban Development (2013) 133
Programa de Consolidação do 

Sistema Urbano Nacional e de 
Apoio à Execução dos PDMs 
(PROSIURB) see Programme for 
the Consolidation of the National 
Urban System and Support for the 
Execution of Municipal Master 
Plans (Portugal)

Programa de Requalificação Urbana 
e Valorização Ambiental 
das Cidades (POLIS) see 
Urban Requalification and 
Environmental Enhancement of 
Cities Programme (Portugal)

Programa Especial de Realojamento 
(PER) see Special Rehousing 
Programme (Portugal)

Programme for the Consolidation of 
the National Urban System and 
Support for the Execution of 
Municipal Master Plans (Portugal) 
184

pro-growth urban policies 329
Project for a General Act on Renewal, 

Renovation, Extension and other 
Improvements in Towns (1861), 
Spain 220
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property-led urban renewal 64–5
property tax 129, 158, 201
public administration

competencies of 256
decentralisation of 250
democratisation of 250
modernization of 5, 250

public allocation of housing 279
public buildings, thermo-modernisation 

of 166
public debate, on the role of cities in 

Italy 89–92
public finances 6, 35, 63, 69, 80, 201, 

250, 259
public lands, for housing development 77
Public Private Partnership (PPP) 79–80, 

92, 118, 157, 170, 300
public responses, to urban challenges 

183–9
public sector flats (apartment) 

complexes, regeneration of 69
public sector infrastructure 60
public sector reforms 105
public services 46

privatization of 109
public spaces, quality of 185
public transport 15, 22, 35, 129–31, 

133–8, 137, 141, 143, 167, 269, 
277, 280

public utility services 201, 329
purchasing power, of the population 177
Putting People First: Action Programme 

for Effective Local Government 
(2012), Ireland 60

quality of life
in Italy 99
in Poland 156
in Portugal 182
in Romania 209
in Slovakia 252

Quito Conference 308

real estate bubble 225–6
real estate marketing 181
Rebuilding Ireland: Action Plan for 

Housing and Homelessness 
(2016) 80

re-centralization, process of 310

Red de Iniciativas Urbanas (RIU) see 
Network of Urban Initiatives

REGINA project 144
Regional EU Operational Programmes 

(Ireland) 72
regional governance 62–3, 70, 110, 112
regionalisation of the urban, processes 

of 89
Regional Spatial and Economic 

Strategies (RSES) 62
in Ireland 71

régulation croisée 49–50
renewable energy, use of 22, 136, 166, 

272
Rent Supplement (RS) 80, 82
residential buildings, rehabilitation of 

222, 229, 237
Rio Conference (1992) 184
road-freight transport 137
Romania, urban policy in 195–6

accession to the EU 203–4
actors and conflicts in the 

governance of 208–9
Association of Romanian Municipia 

208
Association of Romanian Towns 

208
changes and challenges in 196–9
comprehensive administrative 

reforms 200
on decentralization of healthcare 

210
on economic restructuring 199
fiscal decentralization 201
for institutional innovation 200
Integrated Territorial Investment 

instrument 205
metropolitan areas policies 204
National Investment Company 204
National Local Development Plan 

203
national sectoral policies

hospital decentralization 
210–11

on social housing 209–10
National Territorial Development 

Strategy 205, 207
National Territorial Plan 202
on national urbanization rate 198
national urban policy mix 199–207
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explicit and direct policies 
204–6

explicit and indirect policies 
203–4

implicit and direct policies 
206–7

implicit and indirect policies 
200–203

policy space/residual competencies 
201

political patronage networks 203
public finance law 201
ranking of urban municipalities 205
service-delivery criteria 202
shrinking cities 199
territorial reform of 1968 202
on town-to-village internal 

migration 197
urban municipalities 202
urban settlements 196
for urban spatial planning 206

rural hinterlands 68, 162
rural migration, to cities 177
rural municipality, development of 202
‘rurban’ territory 176
Rutte, Mark 115–17, 118

Sanner, Jan Tore 133
Sarkozy, Nicolas 35, 43, 46–7, 54
saviours of global democracy 324
Schumpeterian workfare state 41
sectoral innovation 92
self-help in communities, promotion of 

287
Serviço Ambulatório de Apoio Local 

(SAAL) see Local Ambulatory 
Support Service (Portugal)

Seveso III directive 24
Shared Prosperity Fund (UK) 299, 301
Slovakia

Act on Self-Government of Regions 
(2001) 250

Act on Territorial and 
Administrative Division 
(1996) 250

administrative structure of 249
core–periphery division in 247
COVID-19 crisis 249, 252, 265
development of

housing and services 246

public infrastructure 248
urban structure 249

European Union (EU) membership 
245

governance of urban development 
251

inter-communal coordination 251
job opportunities in cities and towns 

246
knowledge-based economy 263
Ministry of Transport and 

Construction of 255
multilevel polycentric governance 

245
National Regional Development 

Strategy 252
National Urban Development 257–9
planning instruments 252
Programme Declaration of the 

Slovak Government for 
2020/2024 264

public administration in 252
quality of life 252
regional and local self-governments 

252
social degradation of settled areas 

249
socio-economic development 

planning 253
Spatial Development Perspective 

of 252
standard of living 257
State Housing Development Fund 

262
territorial governance at

current challenges for 246–9
instruments for urban 

governance 252–4
local and regional level 249–54

territorial ‘sense of belonging’ 255
Urban Development Policy of the 

Slovak Republic by 2030 
246, 255, 264

adoption of 264
defining principles 256
implementation of 255, 264

urban policy structure in 245–6
challenges for territorial 

governance development 
246–9
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context of regional 
development, partnership 
and cooperation 259–60

development of settlement 
system 246–9

driving forces of the changes in 
262–4

formulation of 254
goal of 245
implementing structural 

changes in city and town 
governance 261–2

multilevel polycentric 
governance 254–62

territorial governance 249–54
Vienna–Bratislava agglomeration 

248
small towns 36–8, 46–8, 50, 54–5, 164, 

323
smart city initiatives 23, 238
social and affordable housing 77–80, 82
social and economic deprivation, 

problems of 182
social and health welfare services, costs 

of 132
social capital 289, 297
‘Social City’ programme (Germany) 21, 

25–6
social construction, public policy of 307
social contracts 280
social degradation 98, 249
Social Democrats (Spain) 16, 21, 26, 

109–11, 118, 327
social engineering 79
‘Sociale Vernieuwing’ (Social 

Innovation) initiative 110
social exclusion 39–40, 167, 180, 182, 

187, 226
social housing 36, 78, 79–80, 279

construction of 82
estates 69
policies on 128, 209–10
principle of 54
programme for 17

social inclusion, grant for 115
social inequalities 98–9, 131, 261, 287–8
social justice, in urban policy 288
social problems, incidence of 108
social regeneration 159, 297

Social Renewal Grant (the Netherland) 
110

social sustainable urban societies 135
socio-economic gaps 120
sovereign and banking debt 69
Soziale Stadt (‘Social City’), Germany 

24, 288
Spain

Act for Extension of Towns (1862), 
Spain 221

Active Land Policy 224
Auken Report 227
Bilbao Ría 2000 224
cities and functional areas with 

EDUSI programmes 236
cities with

IU programmes 234
URBAN and URBAN II 

programmes 234
Climate Change and Energy 

Transition Law 232
competences on urban planning 232
Constitution of 1978 217
current local government system 

217–19
defence-of-competences 219
Department of Planning Intermodal 

Transport in Big Cities 223
design of urban infrastructure 224
effect of the urban dimension of EU 

policy in 231
environmental issues related to the 

ecological impact of cities 
219

on evolution of the multi-level 
institutional framework 217

Federation of Municipalities and 
Provinces (FEMP) 232

Green Paper on the Urban 
Environment 227

Historical Centre Rehabilitation 
Area 226

Housing Plan 225, 232
development of 226
Integrated Rehabilitation Area 

222
Plan de Vivienda 1992–1995 

222
Real Decreto 726/1993 222

Infrastructures Plan
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of 1993 223
of 2000–2007 225

integrated sustainable development 
(ISUDS) 231

Integrated Sustainable Urban 
Development 311

Land Act (Ley del Suelo)
of 1956 221
of 2007–2008 228, 229

Land and Urban Rehabilitation Law 
of 2015 229

legislatures of
Popular Party (Aznar’s 

Governments) 225–6
Popular Party (Rajoy’s 

Governments) 229–30
Socialist Party (González’s 

Governments) 221–4
Socialist Party (Sánchez’s 

Government) 230–31
Socialist Party (Zapatero’s 

Governments) 226–9
levels of government

local 217
national 217
regional 217

Ley Posada Herrera 220
Ministry of Public Works and 

Transportation (MOPT) 223
Ministry of Public Works, 

Transportation and the 
Environment (MOPTMA) 
223, 232

National Plan for Social Inclusion 
225

NATO membership 223
Operational Programmes of the 

countries 235
Plan Felipe 223
Política de Ciudades 236
problem of urban segregation 219
Rehabilitation Area 225
Spanish Strategy for Urban 

and Local Sustainability 
(EESUL) 227

Sustainable Energy Action Plans 
218

Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans 
(SUMPs) 218

Territorial National Plan 222

Toledo Declaration (2010) 227, 240, 
311

Urban Agenda 218
Agenda 2030 219
Local 21 Agendas 219
New Urban Agenda of United 

Nations 219
URBAN Community Initiative 218, 

224
Urban Environment Strategy 

(EEMAU) 227
Urban Innovative Actions 218, 311
urban national policy in 216–17

actors in 231–9
background of 220–21
change impacting on cities/the 

urban dimension 217–19
current challenges of urban 

areas 219–20
Europeanization of 240
evolvement of 220–31
from June 2018 to the present 

230–31
from period 1982–1996 221–4
from period 1996–2004 225–6
from period 2004–2011 226–9
from period 2011–2018 229–30
relation to the urban dimension 

of EU policy 231
urban planning system 220–21, 227
urban poverty, rise of 219
Urban Renewal Area 226

Spanish anomalies 220
spatial planning

hierarchic nature of 206
procedures for 182

Special Accession Programme 
for Agriculture and Rural 
Development (SAPARD), Poland 
153

Special Rehousing Programme (Portugal) 
184

standard of living 257–8
state–city relationship 309, 324
state lands, utilisation of 80
state-led investment, in urban 

regeneration 77
stateless urbanism, discourse on 324
stateless urban policy 324–5
state modernization, discourses of 326
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state-sanctioned gentrification process 79
STRAT-BOARD dataset 95
Strategic Development Zones (SDZs) 68
Strategic Infrastructure Act (2006), 

Ireland 68
Strategy for the Housing Market 

(Norway) 143
Stronger Towns Fund (UK) 298, 301
structural funds 52–3, 74, 167, 205, 223, 

278, 299
student housing and co-living 81
suburbanisation, process of 59, 153, 159, 

247–8, 300
Sueur, Jean-Pierre 42
sustainable cities 135, 187–9, 238, 

275–6, 278, 280
sustainable development

of housing and infrastructure 271
integrated 329
in Nordic countries 133, 137
for promotion of urban rehabilitation 

182
shared goals of 308
strategies for sustainable urban 

development 235
in Sweden 271
through knowledge sharing and 

collaboration 276
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

9, 20, 92, 134, 230, 308
sustainable energy 6, 166, 325

Sustainable Energy Action Plans 
218

sustainable land uses 66
sustainable neighbourhoods, creation 

of 64
sustainable urban development 94, 218

Leipzig Charter for 320
sustainable urban growth 311
Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans 

(SUMPs) 2, 23, 218
Swedish Association of Local and 

Regional Governments (SALAR) 
278

Swedish Urban Development Platform 
276

Swedish urban policies
actors influencing 277–8
on carbon emissions 272
Council for Sustainable Cities 276

current challenges 271–3
for ‘Living Cities’ 276
Local Autonomy Index 269
Metropolitan Initiative 273, 275
national agenda 271–3
National Negotiation on Housing 

and Infrastructure 277
national policy initiatives 273–7
national welfare system 269
Planning Act (2018) 277
position of local and regional 

governments 268–71
problem associated with 274
reforms with an urban impact 

268–71
regional planning instruments for 

metropolitan areas 271
specific policies

local housing responses 278–80
national housing policy 

discourse 278–80
urban environment agreements 

280–81
urban housing crisis 278–80
urban transport 280–81

Strategy for Liveable Cities 276
Urban Development Policy 275

tax breaks 64
tax incentives 74, 77
Temple Bar Properties 64, 72
territorial challenges, faced by urban and 

rural areas 48
territorial cohesion contract 48
Territorial Development Programmes 

183
territorial divide 36

between metropolises and neglected 
peripheral areas 55

territorial equality 54
notion of 47–8

territorial fragmentation, issue of 180, 
197–8

territorial governance system, in Poland 
151–2

territorial management, reorganization 
of 182

territorial ‘sense of belonging’ 255
thermal-energy consumption 166
Thorbecke, J. R. 103, 105
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Toledo Declaration (2010) 167, 227, 231, 
240, 311

tourism, in Portugal 183
town and country planning 287
town centres, revitalisation of 48
town-to-village internal migration 197
traffic congestion 6, 185
traffic management 66
transEuropean networks 225
transport and land-use planning, in 

metropolitan areas 137–41
contractual management 138–40
framework of 137–8
localization of sectoral state 

authorities 140–41
triple-helix-based knowledge institute 

(KISS) 113

unemployment
fight against 110, 153, 183
rate in metropolitan areas 64, 158

uneven urbanization, problem of 198
UN-Habitat 1, 4, 20, 308, 311
uniformity, principle of 105
Union of Polish Metropolises 164
United Kingdom (UK)

Area Based Initiatives 294
Audit Commission (1989) 288
austerity politics 297–8
idea of ‘post-urban policy’ 301
Indices of Multiple Deprivation 301
national urban policy in 284–5

2010s 289–95
abolition of 297
area-based social welfare 

projects 287, 291–2
capital-based initiatives 294
Conservative Party manifesto 

298
context for 285–6
economic competition in 288
for economic growth 294
evaluation of 295–9
Labour Party manifesto 294, 

298
for ‘left behind’ 

neighbourhoods 301
objectives of 295
periodization of 286

periods of 290
phases of 286–9
post-urban policy 295
on problem of social inequality 

288
situation in the early 2020s 

299–301
social justice in 288
social regeneration schemes 

297
neighbourhood renewal policy 

288–9
New Deal for Communities (NDC) 

programme 288–9
‘places left behind’ in terms of 

economic growth 284, 286
pockets of deprivation and 

neighbourhoods 301
Regional Development Agencies 

296
Shared Prosperity Fund 299
Single Regeneration Budget 288
Stronger Towns Fund 301
urban regeneration in 284, 295, 301

United Nations (UN)
Agenda 21 of 166
Agenda 2030 of 218, 230
Framework Convention on Climate 

Change 166
Habitat III Conference 180, 307
New Urban Agenda of see New 

Urban Agenda
Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) 134, 230
universal housing market 279
University of Twente 113
unsustainable development 67
URBACT networks 73
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