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INTRODUCTION 

Europe’s towns and cities remain its primary source of wealth creation and the centre of its 
social and cultural development. However, there are rising problems relating to rapid 
economic adjustments, unemployment, environmental conditions and traffic congestion but 
also poverty, poor housing, crime and drug abuse. 

Policy efforts in Europe already address many of the problems affecting European cities; 
but these efforts have often been piecemeal, reactive and lacking in vision. It is clear that 
new efforts are necessary to strengthen or restore the role of Europe’s cities as places of 
social and cultural integration, as sources of economic prosperity and sustainable 
development, and as the bases of democracy.  

At the European level, the European Parliament and the Committee of Regions have 
supported a more active intervention from the Union in urban development, and the 
Member States and the European Commission acknowledged their common concern about 
the future sustainable development of cities at the recent UN Conference on Sustainable 
Urban Development (Habitat II). 

This Communication examines possibilities for improving urban development and for 
increasing the effectiveness of existing Community intervention in urban areas. The 
intention is not to develop Europe wide urban policies for matters which are best dealt with 
at a local or regional scale. However, since it is clear that cities in the European Union are 
facing a number of common problems, there are also opportunities at the European scale to 
share and facilitate potential solutions. This would not require additional powers at the 
European level. Rather, much can be achieved through a more focused approach using 
existing instruments at national and Community level and enhanced co-operation and co-
ordination at all levels. 

There are two further elements which should be taken into account when discussing urban 
issues at EU level. First, the challenges related to urban development provide an 
opportunity for the EU to become a more meaningful body for its citizens by bringing 
tangible benefits to daily lives. It also requires a more explicit recognition of the 
importance of local democracies, the level of political authority closest to the citizen. 
Second, cities play a crucial role in underpinning a European model of society, based on 
equal opportunities regardless of gender and ethnic origin. Whilst urban authorities cannot 
be the sole agencies to act on these large issues, they should be fully involved in the 
policies related to these matters, as there can be no effective solutions on the ground 
without their active participation. 

This Communication is structured into four parts. The first part sets out the key challenges 
which affect all cities to a greater or lesser degree. The second part takes stock of existing 
EU policies which have an impact, directly or indirectly, on cities. The third part proposes 
some directions for future actions and the approach which urban policy in Europe could 
take as a starting point for debate. Finally, fourth part proposes a  follow-up of this 
communication, in particular the organisation of an Urban Forum in 1998. 

1. CHALLENGES FACING EUROPE’S CITIES

Some 80% of the European population lives in towns or cities, making Europe the most 
urbanised continent in the world. Although there is a great variety in European urban areas, 
they face common features which are briefly summarised in this first section. 
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1.1 Cities in a changing context

Around 20% of Europeans live in larger conurbations of more then 250,000 inhabitants, a 
further 20% in medium sized cities and 40% in towns of 10-50,000 inhabitants. London and 
Paris are the only two European agglomerations with approximately 10 million inhabitants. 

Demographic data confirm that the urbanisation of European society is continuing, 
although at a slower rate than in previous decades. 

The population growth of cities is a result of natural growth rates, inflows from rural or less 
prosperous areas and from migration especially from third countries. At the international 
level, the EU has been an important destination for immigrants and this has helped to offset 
the trend of population decline. In 1990 for instance, an estimated 2,1 million persons 
entered into the Member States from abroad, while almost 1 million people left the EU. 
Apart from Ireland, all Member States nowadays are experiencing net immigration. 
Estimates for the period 1987-1991 suggest that two thirds of immigrants have moved into 
large industrial agglomerations and capital cities. 

Other cities, however, have experienced declining population during the 1980s. The 
disappearance or relocation of traditional employers and suburbanisation are the main 
causes for this decline. Brussels, London, Paris, Lille, Porto, Hannover, Torino, Barcelona, 
and the Randstad cities in the Netherlands are all examples where the centres of the city 
have lost population compared to their periphery. This dispersal of home, work and leisure 
facilities entails, inter alia, an increasing need to travel. 

In terms of economic performance, larger cities remain the main source of prosperity, and 
they contribute disproportionately more to regional or national GDP compared to their 
population, reflecting the higher productivity of cities. However, GDP growth has often 
been of a ‘jobless’ nature. For instance, the urban regions of Brussels, Rhine Ruhr and 
London had annual GDP growth figures of 5% to 6%, while annual employment creation 
over the same period was +0,2 (Brussels), +0,1 (Rhine-Ruhr), and -0,2 (London). Similarly, 
some medium-sized cities, such as Parma, Rennes, Cambridge, Braga and Volos, have 
continued to grow on the basis of economic success. 

In most cities, total employment increased during the period since the mid-1980s due to the 
significant expansion of the service sector, which represents today some 60% to 80% of all 
jobs in cities and which in most cases compensated for the loss of industrial employment. 
Roughly one third of service jobs is situated in the non-market sector of services, which 
includes public administration, education, health, community and social services, as seen 
for example in cities such as Brussels, Rome, Helsinki, Stockholm and Copenhagen. In 
many cities, however, the growth of non-market services is limited by constraints on public 
expenditure. As far as the other 2/3 of service jobs are concerned, they are mainly in 
financial services, insurance, transport and communications, retail trade, and hotels and 
restaurants. 

The cities which have had the greatest difficulty adjusting to changing circumstances are 
those formerly dependent on resource based industries or situated in regional economies 
which depend on a traditional agricultural sector. Cities in the east of Germany have 
specific difficulties, especially as they are undergoing the rapid restructuring which lasted 
for decades in other EU cities. 

It is clear that the future development of cities will be structured by different elements than 
in the past. An increased importance will be gained by service activities, such as 
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telecommunications and transport, biotechnology, high-tech business, international trade 
and retailing, and by the development of the information society1 as well as education and 
research. Also, the environment and broader quality of life conditions are becoming 
increasingly important factors which influence the location of new activities. Cities 
therefore face the challenge of adapting themselves continuously to rapid changes in 
economic sectors and in other fields. This new mode of development implies the risk of a 
further dualisation of urban societies, and raises the challenge for retraining the labour force 
on a continuous basis. 

1.2 Cities, unemployment and social exclusion

While problems of data availability are considerable, estimates tend to confirm that urban 
unemployment is above the EU average. The densely populated zones of the EU had an 
unemployment rate of 11,9% in 1995, compared to 10,8% for the rural areas, and 9,0% for 
the areas which have semi-urbanised characteristics, and which are often situated close to 
highly urbanised centres2. The EU average in 1994 amounted to 10,8%. The average 
numbers hide different realities. Some cities have relatively low unemployment rates (e.g. 
Milan, Frankfurt), while others exceed the national and European averages by at least a 
fifth (e.g. Brussels, Birmingham, Köln, Copenhagen, Naples, Palermo, etc.). 

The present development of new economic opportunities in many cities is widening social 
and economic disparities. While the better qualified part of the labour force is able to 
compete in an open economy, a more vulnerable group has emerged which lives in 
permanent or semi-permanent exclusion. Educational attainment and access to the labour 
market have become major factors dividing the urban population. Important in this respect 
is that half of the EU unemployed are long term unemployed, whereas in densely populated 
areas, long-term unemployment amounts to 56,1% of total unemployment. In cities, 
multiple deprivation is expressed in rising poverty and homelessness, by social isolation, 
bad housing conditions, drug abuse, and criminal behaviour. 

In many European cities, exclusion has led to the spatial segregation of social groups in 
neighbourhoods with poor facilities. This pattern has long been present in Northern 
European cities, and it is growing as well in cities of Southern Europe. Some urban 
neighbourhoods within bigger cities have unemployment rates above 30% (see annex I), 
and very low educational attainment rates. Also, social exclusion in many cities overlaps 
with the cultural and linguistic diversity of many neighbourhoods, where the educational 
system faces specific demands. It is by now increasingly recognised that spatial segregation 
is not only a social problem in terms of employment, education and low quality of housing, 
but that the socially deviant behaviour which results from segregation harms the general 
economic attractiveness of the city. 

 
1  See also COM(96)607 of 27.11.96: ‘Europe at the forefront of the Global Information Society: Rolling 

Action Plan’. 

2  Data from the Labour Force Survey for 11 EU countries (not for Luxembourg, Austria, Sweden, 
Finland). Densely populated zones have more than 500 inhabitants per km², and cover 50% of the EU 
population. Rural areas have less than 100 inhabitants per km², and cover 22% of the population. 28% 
of the population lives in intermediate zones, which have between 100 and 500 inhabitants per km². 
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1.3 Imbalances in the European urban system

Globalisation and the shift from industries to services have not diminished the importance 
of space for economic development. In particular, metropolitan areas located at strategic 
and well equipped nodal points are likely to gain considerable influence at the expense of 
more peripheral and less well equipped towns and cities. The dominance of such  areas can 
especially be seen in transport connections. In 1993, the London-Paris airline link carried 
twice as many passengers as any other route in Europe. Crucial for the spatial balance of 
urban development is the equipment of cities with services which allows them to attract 
modern market activities. Peripheral gateway cities such as Athens, Valencia, Palermo, 
Thessaloniki, Belfast, Lisbon and Seville, and industrial cities such as Turin, Glasgow, and 
Bilbao, face disadvantages in this respect compared to central gateway cities such as 
Antwerp, Bremen, Rotterdam, and cities such as Hannover, Lyon, and Vienna, which all 
have a more diversified range of activities and good accessibility. 

The medium cities which are well connected to highly performant economies have also an 
obvious advantage compared to others. Medium cities in the core of the Union’s territory 
are expected to profit more from the benefits of European integration than cities in the 
periphery. 

1.4 Urban Environment

People in  urban areas are more and more concerned about the quality of their natural and 
physical environment. Despite considerable efforts, many problems remain. A 1995 survey 
by the European Environment Agency showed that 70 to 80% of European cities with more 
than 500,000 inhabitants do not meet the World Health Organisation’s quality standards for 
air. Also, the concentration of ‘winter smog’ affects around 70 million EU citizens in cities. 
In Milan, Turin, Stuttgart, Belfast, Dublin and Berlin, for instance, ‘winter smog’ indicators 
are sometimes twice above the quality standard ceiling. Finally, ozone concentrations affect 
around 80% of the EU population at least once a year. 

Besides industry and domestic heating, urban transport is a major source of pollution. The 
use of the private car has grown more rapidly than any other transport means, and is 
predicted to rise further in the near future. The rising concentration of cars in the city 
diminishes the positive effects on the environment which results from cleaner car 
technologies. The urban environment also faces other serious problems such as the 
treatment of solid waste and of urban wastewater. 

Apart from its negative effect on the quality of the urban environment, including noise 
pollution, traffic congestion reduces the mobility in and accessibility of cities, and increases 
the production costs of the urban economy. In London and Paris, the average speed of 
transport by car or by truck has been reduced to the speed that was reached at the beginning 
of this century with more primitive means. 

Besides the very important aspects above, the physical and cultural heritage of buildings, 
public spaces and urban design are also important elements in the quality of life for 
inhabitants of  urban areas. 

Environmental issues are common to all urban areas but there are, of course, significant 
differences in the experience in different towns and cities. For example, the quality and 
quantity of green space that is offered: some cities such as Hannover, Evora and Brussels 
devote more than 20% of their surface to green spaces, while Rotterdam and Madrid have 
5% or less. 
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In the wider environment, urban planning in the past has not always contributed to the 
potential of cities and of neighbourhoods to provide various functions simultaneously. 
Monofunctional areas have emerged, related to specific elements of human life (work, 
shopping, leisure, living). Such areas reduce the potential of cities to become a space where 
people can develop their lives to the fullest. Change is needed to urban planning policy to 
allow for greater sustainability, mix and diversity, to bring back the city as a lively meeting 
place for all activities at all times of the day. 

1.5 Fragmentation of power and integration of urban society

The principle factors of integration in urban society go beyond those of the economy and 
the labour market. Apart from offering work, prosperity and commerce, cities also offer 
opportunities for leisure, learning, and cultural development. Cities should provide a “living 
space” and an identity to their inhabitants. 

There is a weakening sense of identity in cities, which is often demonstrated by the low 
level of participation in the local democratic process. Such participation is particularly poor 
in the most marginalised areas within cities, where the problems can be exacerbated by the 
presence of established immigrant communities which do not always exercise voting rights. 
Apart from the problem of identity, the low level of participation in elections in deprived 
urban areas diminishes the pressure on the administration to ensure the delivery of services 
in such areas. 

In terms of an institutional response, cities are operating in different legal, institutional and 
financial systems in the various Member States. As local authorities react to challenges 
with the policy resources at their disposal, it is only natural that their efforts in the field of 
urban development will differ. According to a 1996 study, some local authorities, for 
instance, operate within a greater tradition of local autonomy, and wield a larger spending 
power compared to other local authorities in the European Union (see Annex II). 

Many local authorities face the difficulty of reconciling their responsibility for resolving 
urban problems with their lack of institutional and financial capacity. Urban authorities are 
increasingly financing services which benefit the surrounding area, related to the fact that 
administrative borders no longer coincide with the real space of the urban area. This allows 
surrounding localities to benefit from efforts that are carried out by the often less 
prosperous population of the central city. Also, real income of urban authorities has 
declined over the last decade due to general restraints on government spending. In most 
cases, and especially in cases where social welfare spending of urban authorities has 
increased, this has led to a decrease in local investment. 

City management is further complicated by a multiplicity of public authorities with 
responsibilities at varying levels, from local, regional, national to European, which can both 
create difficulties for the successful implementation of policy on the ground and  affect the 
perception of  citizens as to who is really responsible for their city. This fragmentation is, 
therefore, an obstacle to responsible citizenship. 

At the same time, citizens are demanding more control over decisions affecting their lives. 
It is therefore becoming more important to engage the participation of local participants to 
ensure their needs are addressed in implementing legislation or programmes. Also, the 
needs and views of women in urban development require greater attention. 
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However, these are only partial responses. The vital question to be answered is “Why are 
people no longer happy to live all their lives in the city?”. The city is, in many parts of 
Europe, no longer a desirable place to bring up children, to spend leisure time, or to live. 
This erosion of the role of the city is perhaps the greatest threat to the European model of 
development and society and one which needs the widest debate. 

2. CURRENT ACTIONS AT EU LEVEL RELATED TO URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

All of the policies of the European Union have an impact in some way on Europe’s cities, 
although this impact is not always easy to measure. The following highlights the 
quantitative and qualitative impact of some key actions in four policy areas which have a 
particular bearing on the growth and development of Europe’s cities: 

_ policies which promote economic competitiveness and employment; 
_ policy in favour of economic and social cohesion; 
_ policies which help the insertion of cities into transEuropean networks; 
_ policies promoting sustainable development and the quality of life in cities. 

2.1 Promoting competitiveness and employment 

The European Union faces the challenge of improving its competitive position in a context 
of liberalisation of world trade. Part of the reaction to this global challenge has been to 
create the Single Market, which was designed to increase the Union’s competitiveness by 
abolishing obstacles to trade, investments, and labour mobility, and by creating an 
integrated economy which offers advantages of scale. In this respect, the Single Market has 
been the most far-reaching factor for change in recent years, and it has given a major 
incentive to economic performance. Within the same context of a global liberalisation and 
the creation of the Single Market, the EU has also decided to liberalise markets where 
national monopolies were dominating up until now, as in the case of telecommunications 
and transport. 

Cities find themselves more directly exposed to global economic changes than before. This 
evolution has reinforced the potential of cities as autonomous creators of prosperity, and 
has made them less dependent on national economic developments. Much of both the 
external investment coming into the Union and the internal investment flows select the 
largest cities. This is especially true for specialist services such as banking (as in London, 
Frankfurt and Amsterdam). Meanwhile, international firms have generally established their 
European head offices in a few selected cities such as Brussels, Paris, London, Amsterdam, 
and for Japanese firms, Düsseldorf. The area around Amsterdam has been a major location 
for European-wide centres of distribution. Spain, Portugal and Ireland have received a 
relatively large share of the investment flows following the introduction of the Single 
Market, which is reflected in the good economic performance of the Madrid region and of 
the major urban areas of the Spanish eastern coast, and in the strong growth of the Lisbon 
and Dublin regions. 

However, only those cities which are capable of delivering top quality services and which 
have good infrastructural endowments can profit from the autonomy to attract activities 
which have a viable future and great added value. Therefore, the Single Market and the 
liberalisation of world trade has a highly differentiated spatial effect. The negative result of 
this can already be seen in the widening of regional disparities within some Member States. 
For weaker cities, global liberalisation can imply  considerable adjustment costs. 
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The capacity of cities to innovate tends to lie at the heart of a region’s economic success. 
Some of the more successful regions are dominated by urban areas with clusters of top 
quality Research and Technological Development facilities - both public and private - 
interlinked to an enterprise culture wedded to innovation. The Cohesion Report3 has 
established that there is a limited number of cities responsible for most of the RTD effort in 
the European Union.  

The most fundamental problem facing the Union today is that of unemployment, reflecting 
the failure to create sufficient jobs for Europe’s expanding work force. Despite efforts in 
the field of human resource and employment policy, the Union remains at present relatively 
powerless in the face of this major challenge. While increasing competitiveness especially 
of SMEs in internationally traded goods and services including tourism is important in 
terms of expanding employment opportunities, it is equally important to note that cities can 
also  benefit from local employment initiatives which are not subject to a global logic. The 
Commission’s Communication “A European strategy for encouraging local development 
and employment initiatives”4 has explored new opportunities for job creation, generally 
outside the activities where the constraints of international competition are the most 
pressing, both in the public and private sector (e.g. home help services and social services, 
environment, local public transport, security, housing, local commerce, tourism and cultural 
heritage). 

2.2 Policy in favour of economic and social cohesion 

The Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund are the main financial instruments of the EU 
in the context of its regional and cohesion policy. Together, these funds amount to some 
170 bn ECU (1995 prices) for the period 1994-1999, or just under 0.5% of the annual 
Union GDP. The Union’s structural policies address directly the problems of 
competitiveness, restructuring and under-development affecting the regions as well as the 
situation of disadvantaged social groups, especially with regard to unemployment. 

For Objective 1 regions - regions where development is lagging behind - the success of 
urban areas is crucial to their overall growth and development. Actions relating to urban 
development are currently estimated to absorb around 30 to 40% of total programme 
allocations (see annex III). Objective 2 addresses the restructuring problems of industrial 
areas. These generally have a highly urban character and urban development projects tend 
to occupy a large share of structural policies support. In some cases, more than 80% of the 
total support is spent on urban development actions (see annex III). 

The Structural Funds and Cohesion Fund actions also help to improve the functioning of 
conurbations as a whole. Investments in public transport schemes, in the reclamation of 
derelict urban land, and in the treatment of urban waste water are only three examples of 
actions which contribute both to the growth of wider regional economies and to sustainable 
development in cities. 

 
3  COM(96)542 - First Report on Economic and Social Cohesion - 1996  This Report has highlighted the 

existence of the so-called ‘Archipelago Europe’: London, Amsterdam/Rotterdam, Paris, the Ruhr, 
Frankfurt, Stuttgart, Munich, Lyon/Grenoble, Turin, Milan. Nearly half of all the resources under the 
Second and Third Framework Programmes have gone to the regions containing these urban areas which 
are the European centres of excellence. 

4  O.J.E.C. No C265/3 - 12.10.1995 
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In the new context of a global economy, the educational attainment of cities is becoming 
increasingly important as a factor for creating economic prosperity. In this respect, actions 
of the European Social Fund under objectives 3 and 4, which are of a horizontal nature and 
therefore concern all EU cities, can complement local efforts for improving human 
resources. Apart from actions which focus on long-term unemployed and young 
unemployed, specific operational programmes under objective 3 often aim at reintegrating 
disadvantaged social groups into the labour market, which is particularly relevant for urban 
areas. Also, the Commission has stressed the importance of the learning society and the role 
of multicultural education in preventing social exclusion. 

The Social Policy Forum, established in 1994 under the Commission’s White Paper on 
social policy, brings together representatives of non-governmental organisations and social 
partners with the aim of offering citizens in Europe a means of maintaining a dialogue with 
the Commission. The convergence between the social dimension and citizenship in the 
European model of society is particularly evident in the report by the “Comité des Sages” 
about basic social rights which are constrained by the living and employment conditions in 
many urban areas. 

In this context mention should be made that 1997 has been declared “European Year 
against Racism” which is an important statement of support for actions in urban areas 
characterised by significant numbers of immigrants. 

Over recent years, increasing attention under EU structural policies has been paid to the 
socio-economic effects of spatial segregation in urban areas. In a first stage, Urban Pilot 
Projects (Article 10 of the ERDF regulation) have been used at the initiative of the 
Commission for innovative approaches in cities. The Antwerp project, for instance, 
established a strong neighbourhood-based partnership between community groups, various 
authorities and the private sector, and it succeeded in levering additional resources from 
various origins for the implementation of an operational plan with economic, social and 
environmental actions. The Dublin project was an innovative regeneration project, which 
demonstrated how the development of arts and culture can form the foundation for the 
regeneration of a deprived inner city district. 

It was this experience which convinced the Commission in 1994 to launch the Community 
Initiative URBAN under the Structural Funds. URBAN is aimed at establishing 
neighbourhood-based partnerships in deprived urban districts to tackle development 
problems through integrated programmes. The Commission has also reinforced the 
possibilities to intervene in deprived urban areas by allowing additional state aids to small 
enterprises which operate at the local scale, so as to encourage investment and job 
creation5. 

Since the reform of the Union’s structural policies in 1989, there has been a change in 
perceptions reflected in a growing awareness that actions to tackle social segregation in 
cities should also be integrated within the mainstream policy for regional development. 
More and more, the actions under Objectives 1 and 2 of the Structural Funds have sought to 
address the problems of deprived urban neighbourhoods and to ensure that new 
opportunities created in the wider region are also of benefit to them. In Portugal, for 

 
5  See ‘Guidelines on state aid for undertakings in deprived urban areas’, SEC(96)1706. Furthermore, aid to 

such enterprises can also be awarded under the so-called ‘de minimis’ rule, under the guidelines for aid to 
SMEs, and following the rules related to aid to employment. 
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example, actions target the improvement of living conditions for residents in the ‘barracas’ 
of Lisbon and Porto. The Italian programmes, meanwhile, include actions aimed at 
improving the socio-economic development of the Pianura district of Naples. In UK, 
‘Community Economic Development’ has been identified as a specific programme priority 
to concentrate resources on pockets of exceptional urban deprivation. A similar priority 
exists within the Objective 1 programme for French Hainaut. 

Within the sphere of horizontal actions for human resource development, the Commission 
launched INTEGRA as part of the Employment Community Initiative of the European Social 
Fund. INTEGRA finances actions in deprived urban neighbourhoods combining a local 
approach to neighbourhood regeneration with employment initiatives. These actions aim at 
raising the awareness of the beneficiaries towards an integrated approach, which should 
simultaneously tackle the multiple problems that face people who are excluded from the 
labour market, such as housing, health, social protection, mobility, access to justice and to 
public services. 

2.3 Transport and transEuropean Networks 

TransEuropean Transport Networks and, more generally, the efficient provision of transport 
services are crucial for urban development and urban policies. In particular, a good 
transport system is a determining factor in the competitiveness of the urban  economy and 
in the quality of life of city-dwellers. The notion of ‘sustainable mobility’ has become the 
central goal of the common transport policy which aims at reconciling the demand for 
mobility (by both business and people) while at the same time recognising the limits on 
resources and impact of transport operations on the environment. The common transport 
policy also addresses issues such as the integration of spatial planning priorities into 
transport infrastructure planning and the promotion of intermodal transport. 

Given existing imbalances in the urban system and in urban areas, transport policy must be 
designed to contribute to solving congestion and environmental problems. Moreover, 
transport policy aims to alleviate the problems of peripheral areas by linking them to the 
core of the Community as well as linking these areas together through improved 
infrastructure and with the establishment of a regulatory framework that ensures the 
provision of effective high quality transport services; either through the market or, where 
required, through the provision of public services. 

Public Transport has an important contribution to make to local transport networks and to 
social cohesion, notably in urban areas where people without cars, in particular low income 
groups or younger or elderly people, need to have access to economic and social activities. 
Traffic patterns in medium sized and large cities are usually well suited to reinforcing 
public transport. To benefit all urban dwellers, these transport services should ideally be 
accessible in terms of coverage of services, physical accessibility (notably to older people 
and people with reduced mobility) and affordability. Urban transport policies should also 
promote other alternatives to the use of the private car, such as cycling and walking. 
Therefore, a well targeted urban transport policy brings clear benefits to cities. It ensures a 
more efficient transport system which should reduce congestion and therefore costs, reduce 
the number of accidents and impact less on the environment. The Commission’s Green 
paper ‘the Citizen’s Network’6 sets out the benefits of public transport and the main action 

 
6  European Commission, The Citizens’network. Fulfilling the potential of public passenger transport in 

Europe. Green Paper, Brussels- Luxembourg, 1996. 
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areas at a Community level to encourage and promote an integrated, intermodal transport 
system which fully exploits the potential of public transport. 

Such policies have to be complemented by appropriate pricing policies which ensure a 
more rational allocation of resources in the urban transport system. Cities should benefit 
from the implementation of this approach (described in the Commission’s Green Paper on 
fair and efficient pricing in transport) with the reduction of congestion, environmental 
damage and accidents and the final result of a more effective and efficient transport system. 

TransEuropean Transport Networks (TETNs) are also instrumental in terms of improving 
access to cities, generating employment and allowing exchanges between cities and regions. 
More generally the TETNs have the potential to open up the Community territory, 
generating new opportunities for cities connected to the network. A continuing challenge 
for transport and structural policies will be to ensure that investments  in TETNs are fully 
integrated with local networks so as to enable peripheral areas and local populations to 
benefit fully from the long distance links. Cities themselves form the nodal point which 
connects modal networks and are therefore essential elements of the TETNs, notably in 
allowing the development of seamless passenger and freight intermodal transport 
operations. 

The progressive integration of European transport markets has brought major benefits to the 
consumers in terms of greater choice  and lower prices. Cities are obviously well placed to 
benefit from this liberalisation process. In cases where there is insufficient demand for 
market forces to provide regular and affordable services, Community legislation makes 
provision for public service obligation requirements to be applied by public authorities. 

Public service obligation requirements are also essential in the context of 
telecommunication networks, in order to avoid an opportunity gap between cities in the 
emerging liberalised environment. Specific less favoured urban areas or user groups may 
require accompanying measures to help accelerating the development of networks. The 
expansion of an efficient telecommunications network should also help to overcome 
mobility and urban congestion problems by widening locational choices for companies and 
allowing for a more flexible organisation of work. 

2.4 Promoting sustainable development and the quality of life in cities 

Sustainable development has increasingly gained legitimacy with the citizens in Europe as 
a determinant aspect of the quality of life for the present and future generations. The Green 
Paper on the urban environment of 1990 and the Sustainable Cities Report of 1996 both 
promote an integrated approach to urban problems encompassing social, economic, and 
environmental factors. The Sustainable Cities project, started in 1993, aims at encouraging 
and assisting cities and towns to establish and implement local agenda 21 or similar 
sustainability plans through policy reports, exchange of experience, networking and 
dissemination of good practices cases. 

In the specific context of environmental policy, a more bottom-up approach is now being 
adopted by the Union. Better implementation in a partnership approach and the use of 
alternative instruments in environmental policy, are priorities where the urban dimension 
plays an important role. The ‘greening of the Structural Funds’ has also become a central 
concern, as explained in the Communication on ‘Cohesion and Environment’. 

In the field of RTD, the Commission has been investigating ways of easing urban traffic 
congestion, through measures to control traffic and promote public transport, including the 
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use of new technologies for road pricing, integrated payment, travel information, etc. 
Important research in the treatment of urban wastewater and solid waste, noise, the 
protection of cultural heritage, urban air quality and its effects on human health as well as 
other environmental issues and socio-economic research related to urban issues is in 
progress. Other issues related to urban management that receive attention in the RTD 
programmes concern telematics, information society, energy, transport as well as new 
technologies for the building/construction industry, architecture, urban design and urban 
planning. A number of projects within the Telematics Application Programme focus on 
socially excluded communities within cities, such as unemployed and immigrants. 
Furthermore, the SAVE II programme supports the setting up of local agencies to help local 
authorities to formulate their energy policies. 

Within the context of sustainable development, the role of urban tourism for the growth of 
the local economy also deserves attention. 

3. DIRECTIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

The starting point for future urban development must be to recognise the role of the cities 
as motors for regional, national and European economic progress. At the same time, it also 
has to be taken into account that urban areas, especially the depressed districts of medium-
sized and larger cities, have borne many of the social costs of past changes in terms of 
industrial adjustment and dereliction, inadequate housing, long-term unemployment, crime, 
and social exclusion. 

The twin challenge facing European urban policy is therefore one of maintaining its cities 
at the forefront of an increasingly globalised and competitive economy while addressing the 
cumulative legacy of urban deprivation. These  two aspects of urban policy are 
complementary. Economic progress which undermines the cohesiveness of urban areas is 
unlikely to be sustainable over the longer-term: 

• urban society will pay a heavy price in terms of crime and anti-social behaviour if 
development is accompanied by major inequalities of access to the rewards of economic 
progress; 

• Europe as a whole will pay through disaffection of its citizens and the loss of 
support for the European model of society; 

• finally, the European economy will suffer because adjustment to rapid change, to 
maintain the competitiveness of Europe’s cities, is only likely to succeed where it 
commands the widest consensus. 

Member States have  primary responsibility in developing the urban policy for the next 
century. Issues related to the reinforcement of local democracy, citizenship, migration, 
employment, cultural development, education, social exclusion, urban crime, which have 
been discussed in part 1 of this document, need the involvement of policy instruments 
which are in the hands of national administrations. 

Nevertheless, as has been discussed in 1.5 above, there is a multiplicity of bodies involved 
in urban management., It will be essential to engage all levels - which start from the district 
level to the conurbation level up to the European urban system - within a framework of 
interlinking relationships and shared responsibility and achieve better policy integration. 
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The various actions at the EU level should be assessed from the viewpoint of a coherent 
and sustainable development of cities. The Commission therefore invites comments in 
relation to an improved integration of Community policies relevant to urban development, 
in order to ensure that they fully correspond to actions at other levels and in particular to 
the needs of cities and towns. In the light of the outcome of the debate on this 
Communication, the Commission will examine how it can adapt its internal co-ordination 
to contribute to urban development. Special attention should be given to at least the 
following directions. 

3.1 The need for an urban perspective in European Union policies 

The EU should play a complementary role in addressing urban issues as it has 
responsibility for policies in a number of sectors which have a direct bearing on the 
development and quality of life in urban areas. Possibilities for adapting these policies to 
improve their contribution to urban development need to be more exhaustively explored. 
Among the areas for further reflection are : 

• the development of clear targets for improvement of the urban 
environment with specified timescales, and the improvement of EU sectoral policies from 
the viewpoint of sustainability. This may involve the development of voluntary tools for 
urban planning aimed at sustainable development; 

• the development of the TETNs in particular to ensure efficient access 
to the networks from regional and local systems, and to ensure that resources are used to 
produce the maximum benefit in terms of environmental, employment and industrial 
objectives; 

• the reinforcement of intermodal freight and passenger transport, both 
for facilitating access to the city and mobility within the city. Special emphasis should be 
placed on promoting public passenger transport; 

• the targeting of RTD activities on the main problems facing the cities 
of tomorrow, namely integrated transport, energy, sustainable construction technology, 
information networks, technology for the protection of cultural heritage, urban sustainable 
development, environmental technologies and new urban vehicles, as presented in the key 
action “The city of tomorrow” in the Commission’s formal proposal for the Vth 
Framework-Programme7; 

• telecommunications policies, including Universal Service 
obligations, to ensure the earliest provision of links to the information highway involving 
depressed urban neighbourhoods and smaller urban areas;  

• the strengthening of the commercial function of cities8 and 
neighbourhoods and of their role in the development of tourism; 

• the issues of migration, police and judicial co-operation, and crime 
which are dealt with under Title VI of the Treaty of the European Union; 

 
7  COM(97)142 of 09.04.1997 

8  COM(96)530 of 20.11.1996 - Commission Green Paper on Commerce 
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• the fight against social and economic exclusion, which is an explicit 
goal of the European employment strategy, as well as the fight against racism in the 
framework of the 1997 European Year against Racism. The actions of the European Year 
should help to mobilise public opinion on the danger that racism constitutes for urban 
democracies in particular. Also, the reflections of the Social Policy Forum9 on fundamental 
social rights could pay increasing attention to social aspects of urban development 
problems; 

• public health policy and in particular health concerns related to urban 
deprivation and poverty (drug abuse, bad housing conditions, etc.); 

• the need for creating trust based relationships between various actors 
at the local level, in order to promote local empowerment, responsibility and initiative, and 
to reinforce employment policies, which is the Commission’s aim with the Territorial 
Employment Pacts; 

Some of these issues are explored in the European Spatial Development Perspective10 
which should play an important role in organising the debate at the European level on areas 
of common interest and which have a spatial effect beyond the scope of single urban areas, 
regions or countries. 

3.2 Services of public interest and urban development 

The role of the public sector and city management is increasingly less that of direct 
provider of services. Member States have very different approaches to this issue. While 
recognising this diversity of organisational set-ups, the Commission highlighted in a recent 
communication that services of general interest are part of shared values in Europe. These 
services are at the heart of the European model of society, since they further fundamental 
objectives of the European societies such as solidarity and equal treatment within an open 
and dynamic market. These shared values translate into different ways of organising such 
services, from one region to another and from one sector to another. For economic services 
such as telecommunications, post, transport, energy or broadcasting, adjustments have had 
to be made in response to technological change, the globalization of the economy and 
user’s expectations and needs. The Commission has underlined that, although Member 
States are free to define their own policies in this matter and that it has no interest in who 
specifically provides the services, it is clear that the services must serve society as a whole, 
ensuring continuity, equality of access, universality and transparency. 

In non market services, such as education, training, and health care, public authorities are 
still the most important providers. Also here, serving society as a whole becomes 
increasingly important in the context of the dualisation of societies which is expressed most 
clearly in urban areas. The Commission’s White Paper ‘Teaching and Learning: Towards 
the Learning Society’ emphasised this. Actions such as the ‘second chance schools’ in 
deprived urban areas and European networks have aimed at promoting cities which are 
capable of overcoming unequal access to educational resources. 

 
9  See § 2.2 

10  The ESDP, launched in the Ministerial Meeting for Regional Policy and Spatial Planning (Liège, 
November 1993), is an exercise of the 15 Member States with the support of the Commission which aims 
at developing a strategic view on the spatial development of the Union’s territory. 
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3.3 Contribution of the Structural Funds 

It is becoming more and more evident that cities play a crucial role for structural policies. A 
greater attention to urban development in future strategy building and programmes could 
result in an integrated strategy between actions in urban areas and in their wider regions, as 
well as in terms of economic and human resource development. To achieve such coherence, 
it is important that local authorities participate closely in the preparation and 
implementation of regional development programmes. Local authorities can also often 
bring in necessary expertise and knowledge on the local economy and labour market. 

For the present programming period, the following actions could already be undertaken: 

• the focusing of Structural Fund activities including labour market 
measures on pockets of high unemployment in the inner cities, or on the densely populated 
urban periphery, and a targeting of the special needs of immigrant groups; 

• the mainstreaming of experiences under the URBAN and INTEGRA 
programmes and the reinforcement of urban community development as a priority axis, 
including the notion of sustainable local communities with the active participation of the 
local population; 

• greater emphasis on transport issues to improve infrastructure and 
public transport systems rendering the peripheral regions more accessible and contributing 
to the resolution of congestion and environmental problems in urban areas; 

• the transfer of accumulated experience and best-practices on urban 
development. 

These actions will contribute towards focusing further attention on : 

• the role of cities as growth poles for regional development; 

• social inclusion and the alleviation of urban deprivation; 

• integrated and sustainable urban development that combines 
multisectoral solutions and involves investment in human as well as physical capital. 

3.4 Raising knowledge and promoting exchange of experience between cities 

There is an increasing need for significant and comparable information about cities, 
particularly amongst local and other public authorities in charge of urban policy. To ensure 
a solid base for improved decisions on common issues related to urban development, the 
Commission proposes to develop a two-step approach. 

In the short term, an “Urban Audit” to assess strengths and weaknesses of European cities 
will be launched. This Urban Audit will measure the quality of life in our towns and cities 
through the use of a simple set of urban indicators and a common methodology. 

The Commission will seek to establish a set of indicators which are simple to use and 
update to encourage the participation of local authorities both in the compilation and future 
use of the information in developing their urban policies. 

This tool could also, as a second stage, enable a better assessment of the impact of various 
national as well as European policies, on the development of urban areas. 
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Building on the experience gained with the “Urban Audit”, the Commission is considering 
setting up tools for measuring and monitoring sustainability.  

In parallel to this bottom-up action, the Statistical Office of the European Communities  
- Eurostat - will process the local level information already available in its databases to 
produce basic statistical information on cities and urban agglomerations. In the medium 
term, efforts already undertaken by Eurostat, in co-operation with the national statistical 
institutes to develop a harmonised information system, including standardised definitions of 
cities, have to be continued. 

Within the EU, numerous fora and networks exist where cities exchange experiences and 
co-operate on specific topics. The Sustainable Cities Campaign gathers local authorities 
with a specific concern to implement Local Agenda 21. In the context of article 10 of the 
ERDF regulation, the Commission proposed recently to support a number of networks 
related to particular topics such as economic development, SMEs, technology, 
environmental improvement, and equal opportunities for women in the economy11. Other 
topics around which co-operation is actively promoted concern telematics, energy, 
transport, education, culture and research. Incentives are also given to EU local authorities 
to engage in decentralised co-operation with cities in other continents of the world in order 
to assist these cities in their development, strengthen the EU relations with third countries, 
and support the participation of local actors from the EU in the process of global integration 
(e.g. Med-Urbs, Asia-Urbs, URB-AL). 

During the coming years, the Commission will intensify its efforts for the transnational 
exchange of experience between cities, with the objectives of collecting and compiling all 
relevant experience in urban regeneration and sustainable urban development, including the 
results of research in the socio-economic field. 

4. FOLLOW UP OF THE COMMUNICATION 

In conclusion, it is clear that the number and scale of challenges facing cities and towns 
today and in the years to come do not lend themselves to easy solutions. It is recognised 
that many of the external pressures for change, including demographic and global economic 
trends, are not only out of reach of regional and national policies, but are also beyond the 
scope of European actions. 

The European Union, however, can react more effectively to urban needs and in many 
instances could set a more positive agenda which would go toward meeting at least some of 
these challenges. Leading factors should be greater cohesion within the Union and 
sustainable development leading to a lasting improvement in the quality of life of citizens. 
This agenda will require active participation at all levels of public authorities and should 
also seek to engage key actors from other sectors who have a contribution to make toward 
making European cities better places to be, which would contribute to realising the 
fundamental goals of the European Union as laid down in article 2 of the Treaty. 

The Commission does not underestimate the difficulties of this task. The participation of 
European citizens in the future development of their towns and cities may need new 

 
11  Call for Proposals for internal interregional co-operation (O.J.E.C. C 386, 31.10.96),  

and Ecos-Ouverture II (O.J.E.C. C 125, 22.04.97)) 



- 18 - 

mechanisms which can offer better access and feedback to decision making. This will take 
time and considerable effort from all those involved. 

As a starting point the Commission seeks to engage in a wider debate on urban issues on 
the basis of this Communication. A dialogue will be sought between the Commission and 
other institutions, including the Council, the European Parliament, the Economic and Social 
Committee, the Committee of the Regions, local authority organisations and other 
interested parties. 

The outcome of this dialogue will be brought to an Urban Forum which the Commission 
intends to convene in 1998. 
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