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URBACT commissioned the ‘IAP Study’ in order to take stock and draw lessons from the Integrated 

Action Plans (IAPs) produced by the first round of 20 Action Planning Networks (APNs) under 

URBACT III in 2018. The study aims to inform updates in the support and guidance provided to the 

next round of APNs starting in 2019 and provide relevant information and reflections to contribute to 

a broader understanding of the added value of the URBACT Programme moving forward. 

 

Key findings of the study 

The IAP documents clearly highlight the positive learning journey that cities have undertaken within 

URBACT Action Planning Networks and almost always define a set of chosen actions to be 

implemented. There is often significant buy-in from local stakeholders and decision-makers, giving 

the IAPs a strong potential to be implemented. 

Nevertheless, the IAPs are characterised by the complexity of integrated action planning and their 

diversity in terms of their presentation, structure, style and content. This study identified at least 

fourteen aspects of integrated action planning to potentially consider (covering integrated planning 

processes, planning for integrated urban development and integrated plans) and at least six aspects 

of detailed action planning (covering timings, responsibilities, costings, funding, monitoring and risk 

assessment).  

Assessing and comparing the overall level of integration and detail of the action plans is extremely 

difficult due to the fact that the performance of an IAP on any particular aspect is on a spectrum of 

‘more or less integrated’ or ‘more or less detailed’. General trends are that the IAPs set out more 

integrated approaches to urban development especially at local level, but are only able to get so far 

in defining all the possible action planning details. Cities seem to face a tension between providing a 

broader action plan (more integrated) and a deeper action plan (more detailed actions). 

Furthermore, the clarity of many of the action plans is reduced by excessive reporting of the city 

context and the journey undertaken in the APN. Too many English summaries are executive summary 

‘descriptions’ of an action plan or the thematic learning, rather than short versions of a plan. The 

clearest and most concise ways of presenting planned actions is through action planning tables, 

which were recommended to cities by URBACT and found by the study in various creative styles. 

The network theme (rather than city size, country or level of development) seems to be the most 

important factor influencing legitimate differences in approach to integration, transnational learning 

and action planning. Nevertheless, the final IAP is a result of the interplay between the theme, each 

city’s starting point and its individual journey in the APN. 

Main conclusions 

The IAPs are valuable tools in defining what a city plans to do next on a particular theme. But for 

many cities, the process of developing the IAP is even more valuable, in terms of transforming cross-

departmental cooperation, local stakeholder involvement, understanding of thematic challenges and 

possible integrated solutions. 

The IAPs have strong implementation potential, often enjoying ongoing stakeholder engagement and 

political buy-in. But they are not best understood as ‘investment-ready’ project plans, but rather 

‘living’ documents whose implementation will come from ongoing stakeholder and city-authority 

engagement, including feeding into new funding applications. The full value of the IAPs will only be 

revealed by the impact they have over time, which could manifest in various ways. 
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The key impetus and main achievement of the URBACT Action Planning Networks is to drive more 

integrated approaches to sustainable urban development, rather than developing more detailed 

plans. It can already be challenging to bring in and consider so many new ideas, perspectives and 

interrelationships in sustainable urban development – particularly when the theme being worked on 

is a relatively new area of work for the city. Focusing down on action planning detail can only really 

start after the city has decided what it plans to do more generally. 

The IAPs suggest that the APNs are directly and effectively meeting the objectives defined for them 

by the programme. The URBACT III Programme Manual clearly states that the main objectives of the 

APNs are around capacity building and that the action plans need to be understood not just as an 

output, but as a tool that drives exchange and learning. 

Despite their existing value and the legitimacy of much of the variation and diversity seen in the IAPs, 

URBACT can still help cities to be more systematic about the way they address the complexity 

involved in integrated action planning and more structured in setting out their plans, including in 

terms of what needs to be in the action plan and where is the place for reporting on the rich URBACT 

journey that led to the plan. 

Headline recommendations      Level of priority 

Continue to strengthen and improve integrated planning processes, for example by 
showcasing best ULG practice or undertaking specific work with Lead Experts on how 
transnational exchange can work differently on different themes. 

* 

Support cities to systematically address all aspects of Integrated Urban Development, 
for example by providing tools and guidance for cities to consider, prioritise and report 
against each aspect and creating a formal stage in the process to assess and improve 
the integrated nature of the emerging action plan.. 

*** 

Improve the guidance on detailed action planning, for example by separating more 
clearly the reporting from the action planning, further encouraging the use of action 
tables, offering training on weaker aspects, or defining an overall workflow for 
integrated action planning so that cities can track and justify where they have got to. 

** 

Longer-term reflections 

If, in the longer term, URBACT wants to achieve much more detailed action plans then it could 

consider selecting different types of networks/cities. This could involve selecting only cities which 

already have good local governance processes and a strong integrated strategy in place or already 

know what they want to do, but not how to do it. Then the work of the network could focus on the 

detailed action planning of those strategies and targeting particular funding sources. 

However, such a change would risk abandoning cities who do not yet know what they need to do on 

a specific topic and avoiding complex, systemic, city-wide challenges and/or new areas of work for 

cities. It may be that some of these reflections are relevant for future discussion on the different 

types of network supported by URBACT. 

A final consideration is that URBACT could usefully implement a more systemic follow-up on how 

IAPs have driven change in URBACT cities over time, including case studies of how cities have 

progressed from an URBACT APN to significant investment funding from other programmes. 


