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An increasingly important topic
The growing interdependence between urban and rural areas is nowadays a general knowledge. Urban problems are sometimes located in rural areas and vice versa, but also solutions for urban problems can be found in rural regions, and vice versa, too. With this knowledge, the awareness has increased that a proper management of these interdependences can contribute to solve problems, increase the economic performance and make also a contribution to a higher quality of life. The idea sounds like a win-win situation, and indeed many examples – mainly for sectoral partnerships between rural and urban areas – can be found all over Europe. Examples for such mono-projects are waste water management involving several municipalities, regional public transport associations or joint spatial planning. Anyhow, integrated partnerships with a multitude of different projects embedded in a shared strategy do not exist that often, although good examples can be found. Anyhow, the broad portfolio of approaches across Europe is an asset, because it enables to rely on very different experiences in various settings with different local actors.
But rural-urban partnerships are sometimes regarded as a concept with lacking content, because it is difficult to prove the effectiveness or rural-urban partnerships with hard facts. Local actors can give evidence about the surplus value, but statistically measurable results are scant. This is an important question concerning quantitative indicators, because an evaluation often becomes necessary when public subsidies are involved. Another reason for a critical view is that the expected outcome based on such a co-operation was exaggerated or that the necessary time horizon was too short.
All these critical opinions have to be taken for serious if a new tool is promoted, and a critical reflection is necessary. This refers on the one hand to the general concept, on the other hand to the individual approaches in the given functional areas. A good diagnosis about the efforts and merits related with rural-urban partnerships is essential, especially against the background that every partnership is individual. Those who want to create a new one should not expect cook book approaches, although it is possible to work out success factors for such partnerships.
Additionally, rural-urban partnerships are neither a tool to distribute economic potential in a new way in space nor to have a new financial reallocation within a functional area. It is about the proper use of existing potentials and their new connection to promote local development. And: Rural-urban partnerships focus not only on economic issues, many other topics are relevant in this context, too. They aim at qualifying existing linkages between urban and rural areas for economic growth and a higher quality of life.
Rural-urban partnerships should not be regarded as the only future tool for regional development, which could replace urban and rural development policy. On the contrary, rural-urban partnerships are a supplementary action to urban and rural development policy. 

Examples for rural-urban partnerships in Europe

Many examples for co-operation between urban and rural areas exist under different names and with varying content. Examples are:
SPESP, ESPON and the 6th Research Framework Programme (PURPLE – Peri Urban Regions Platform Europe, PLUREL – Peri-urban Land Use Relationships )
The EU has promoted knowledge about rural-urban partnerships through several research programmes, and the outcomes have been very beneficial for an understanding of the topics and processes. An important start in the second half of the 1990s for analysing the chances of rural-urban partnerships was the Study Programme on European Spatial Planning (SPESP), as it gave insights into the relationships between rural and urban places via a European-wide selection of case studies. The SPESP paved the way for a promotion of the topic and led to the launching of ESPON. Latter continued research work on rural-urban partnerships with the project 1.1.2 on urban-rural relation in Europe. Within the 6th Research Framework Programme, the projects PURPLE – Peri Urban Regions Platform Europe and PLUREL – Peri-urban Land Use Relationships have to be mentioned.

EU Funding in national and regional operational programmes 

There are several examples of running structural funds programmes in Italy, Greece, Austria, Portugal and Spain including at least to some extent rural-urban aspects. And already some programmes of the previous funding period 2000-2006 e.g. in Tuscany, Lower Austria or Norra (Sweden) took up the issue. Other examples are the ERDF programmes of Brandenburg (Germany) and Northern Hungary or the national strategic reference framework of Portugal. The operational programme of Southern Finland inter alia provides support for networks between large centres and regional centres but also with adjacent small towns and rural areas. Especially a comparatively explicit rural-urban partnership perspective can be found in two Austrian and one Swedish programme.
However, a closer look at the programme priorities or measures in general shows that the rural-urban approach is addressed more in an implicit way and not so much in a pro-active and explicit manner directly providing funding for rural-urban partnership initiatives. Also the European Commission discovered only limited success for the inclusion of a strong territorial dimension in its analysis of the current national strategic reference frameworks and operational programmes and sees a lack of political will and institutional capacity to implement a place-based approach.

European Territorial Co-operation

Especially INTERREG is an important evidence for the involvement of cohesion policy in rural-urban partnerships, and Art 6 d of the ERDF regulation explicitly mentions this topic as a tool for European territorial co-operation. Examples for initiatives within INTERREG are the Northern Periphery Programme Area and Sustainable Urban Fringes (SURF) in the North Sea Region and Baltic+, HINTERLAND as well as New Bridges in the Baltic Sea Region. E.g. HINTERLAND devoted attention to rural regions in a range of 30 to 50 km around a town and included some 100 villages in the Baltic Sea Region facing demographic decline. INTERREG IV C supports capacity building and the exchange of experience rural-urban partnerships. The recently approved project URMA promotes rural-urban partnerships as a tool for transfer and strengthening of innovation in European metropolitan areas and their hinterland.

Within the European exchange and learning programme, URBACT is a further platform to capitalise experience and knowledge on rural-urban partnerships. Although mainly focussing on sustainable urban development with primarily city partners forming a network, several projects with a focus also on rural-urban issues exist. 

National policy tools for rural-urban partnerships  

Some examples for national initiatives promoting rural-urban partnerships exist. One is the initiative of the German Federal Ministry of Building, Transport and Urban Affairs on supraregional partnerships. It was a demonstration project in seven mainly metropolitan areas in Germany to learn more about the functioning of these large-scale co-operations. Another example is The Northern Way in Britain running from 2004 to 2012. It follows an integrated approach with a focus on economic development and its influencing factors. Also the communauté urbaine, communauté agglomeration and communauté de communes in France providing a legal basis for inter-municipal cooperation and rural-urban partnerships have to be mentioned in this context.
The Finish Cohesion and Competitiveness programme is an example for promoting both horizontal and vertical integration. Although the term rural-urban partnership is not used, it can be regarded as such a programme, because co-operation between different places has a top priority. 

Finally, Spanish “National Rural Networks” (Red Rurales Nacional) departing from a rural development policy perspective are an anchor point of rural-urban partnerships. This idea supports integrated economic development in rural areas in Spain under the Spanish national strategic framework for rural development. 

The spatial extent of rural-urban partnerships
Distance can be regarded as an important factor for the relevance and selection of topics for co-operation. E.g. the management of urban sprawl and open space has a bigger importance for rural (or suburban) partner in closer vicinity to a major city. Furthermore in parts with similar branches, the formation of clusters and networks is of higher priority. On the contrary, more peripheral parts expect from a rural-urban partnership a better accessibility to urban infrastructure or an improved use of their landscape and cultural assets for recreation and tourism. And the whole region has a joint focus on questions like marketing, shared strategies and sustainable development.

This leads to question about the spatial extent of rural-urban partnerships: They cannot be measured a priori in kilometres, they end where the relevant linkages stop. Co-operation can only work when the places within a partnership have linkages to each other and also potentials to contribute to a partnership. Free riders cannot exist in the long run.

Of course, the different linkages could be managed individually, i.e. within sectoral partnerships. The advantage of an integrated approach is that the projects are better interlinked and embedded in a shared strategy for the whole partnership. Thus, there is a strategic area embracing the whole partnership, but many spatial subsets can exist therein which devote to specific projects with selected partners – i.e. those partners having the potential to contribute to the success of a project and benefitting from the results. This feature is often labelled variable geometry or soft spaces. Nevertheless, all projects are liked to each other via the strategy and also through a proper management of the mutual relations between the specific topics.

Different ways of formal co-operation
Rural-urban partnerships are a special kind of intermunicipal co-operation, because the bring together different types of municipalities – rural, suburban and urban ones – and do not only concentrate on similar types, like city networks do, or directly neighbouring ones, as e.g. in the urban fringe. Intermunicipal co-operation is not a new approach and exists in different forms since decades across Europe – depending on the national legal framework and on the national and regional political will (e.g. to overcome the competition of the participating municipalities against each other) as well as the tradition of co-operation. 

There is the necessity to find an appropriate organizational model for rural-urban partnerships in order to achieve sustainability. Furthermore, as non-elected stakeholder are involved, a governance form becomes necessary to obey democratic principles on the one hand, but on the other hand the informal actors need a basis for a good participation in the process. Several governance forms are possible depending on the spatial setting, but some criteria are central: Ideally, a partnership is a) voluntary, b) long termed (sustainable), c) on same eye-level and d) mutually beneficial for all partners.
Main characteristics of rural-urban linkages within different territorial dimensions
Rural-urban partnerships are not attached to a special size of towns or a certain spatial extent. The OECD has proposed a distinction between three kinds of spatial backgrounds for rural-urban partnerships, i.e. metropolitan regions, networks of small and medium sized-cities and sparsely populated areas with market towns. But not only the size of the core cities is of relevance, also the relative economic performance could be taken into account, e.g. strong urban and rural areas, weak urban and rural ones as well as the combinations strong urban-weak rural and vice versa. In addition, also growth and decline – both in economic and demographic terms – can play a role in the differentiation. Further key words can be used to characterize the linkages between places, e.g. direction, volume, strength, scale, location, timescale, relevance and potential – leading to different priorities and topics for co-operation.
The analysis has shown that most topics for co-operation are relevant in all categories. Examples are

· Joint regional development strategies/joint spatial planning

· Special focus on the needs of rural areas
· Future strategies of the partnership
· Governance

· Internal and external communication/marketing

· Economic development and employment (regional chains of value added, networking (of networks) and clusters, innovation, raising of specific regional economic potentials)
· Transport and accessibility

· Broadband and better communication (incl. long distance learning)

· Depopulation (lack of skilled workers, ageing)

· Tourism and cultural heritage

· Health (telemedicine/ambulance service)

· Ecology (waste treatment, water courses, green areas, natural parks)

· Renewable energies

But the topics have different priorities in accordance to the spatial setting or the distance of the partners to each other.
Success factors for rural-urban partnerships

Rural-urban partnerships cannot be established by the way, there is a need for a high engagement of the local actors. Furthermore, cook-book approaches are impossible, as the local and regional situation influences the process and the outcome. Nevertheless, there are some success factors which are beneficial for rural-urban partnerships. 

· Linkages: The basis for rural-urban partnerships are linkages between the different spatial types. They can be managed within the framework of sectoral policies, like e.g. regional public transport associations manage the flows of people within a region, although integrated approaches can open up synergies and mutual compensation.
· Shared problems: In addition to the linkages, the joint solution of shared problems can be a basis for rural-urban partnerships. Thus, not only the aiming at win-win situations is important, also the management of conflicts can be a goal. 

· Feeling of being a functional unit: There is a need that the actors of one region share a similar identity, i.e. that they belong together and form a functional unit. 

· Strategy/shared goals: Right at the beginning, all stakeholders have to agree on a strategy and the goals of the partnership. There is a necessity of defining concrete goals and concrete projects.

· Certain form of governance: Governance is a necessary element of a rural-urban partnership, because elected and non-elected members come together to decide on regional development.
· Experience/tradition in co-operation: Rural-urban partnerships are large scale partnerships involving different regions and actors which may have never worked together before and which have different experiences in local co-operation.
· Time: Time has a high importance e.g. to create trust among the different actors. Additionally, a broad discussion about the steps in bringing the topic into action is necessary. But time is relevant in a different context, too: Rural-urban partnerships cannot be established by the way. On the contrary, they need constant maintenance until they are mainstreamed in a region and can be regarded as sustainable. And even then, there is a need for caring about the co-operation. 

· Small steps: Small steps can be important stones in a big mosaic. This is especially important in co-operations without a shared experience in working together.

· Many concrete projects: Projects are important, because they lead to results which improve the local situation and which strengthen the feeling of togetherness of the actors. Furthermore, a variety of projects has two advantages. On the one hand, more projects lead to the involvement of more actors and more regions within the idea of a variable geometry. On the other hand, failures of single projects can be compensated.
· Good framework: It is important that the regional, national and EU level are involved in rural-urban partnerships and provide a good legal and financial framework, although these partnerships are mainly bottom-up processes.
· Different actors: Rural-urban partnerships bring together actors from different regional and sectoral backgrounds. Not only urban and rural stakeholders work together, also people from politics, administration, economy, academia and civil society co-operate. This is fruitful for the process, but makes it more complicated, as the different groups have different goals, approaches, languages and time horizons. 
· Motivated actors: Perhaps the most important factor – and the one being least influenced by political action – is the existence of motivated actors who regard the establishment of the idea of rural-urban partnerships especially in the initial phase as their task. 
Broad consent on EU support to rural-urban partnership 

Concerning EU support, it needs to be highlighted that rural-urban partnerships as specific governance forms of integrated territorial development are an issue of subsidiarity. They are first and foremost set up and run on a local or sub-regional level preferentially backed and promoted by a supportive regional and national legal and financial framework. However, based on the Community objective of social, economic and territorial cohesion also the EU can provide an important added-value when promoting rural-urban partnerships by 

· rising the efficiency and the coherent use of EU funds, 

· enhancing the solidarity and integration between different territories and especially the balance between urban and rural areas,

· providing integrated territorial solutions to current challenges, like the demographic change, sustainable and climate-friendly energy provision.

But with the adoption of the Lisbon reform Treaty and the manifold European policy documents, the promotion of rural-urban partnerships knows a strong legal and political backing. The Territorial Agenda of the EU 2020 (TA2020) – jointly drafted and adopted by the member states and based on the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) from 1999 –, the Commission’s Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion and different cohesions reports as well as several resolutions of the European Parliament reveal the importance of functional geographies and rural-urban partnerships for reaching a more balanced and polycentric development. 

The broad acknowledgement of urban-rural development and governance approaches and the contribution of the EU is especially a results of the reformed legislative framework with the Treaty of Lisbon (2009) defining territorial cohesion as an explicit community objective (Art. 3, 3) and an area of shared competence (Art. 4, 2). The EU also has the (legal) possibility, the tools and the mechanisms to seize its role in regard to the implementation of territorial cohesion - including urban-rural partnerships. In this perspective, EU support can create specific added-value by helping to promote and further develop existing, but patchy rural-urban approaches of member states and regions to a European wide application, However, for promoting rural-urban partnerships through EU cohesion and rural development policy not only the European level and the given funding framework play a decisive role. Even more it seems to be indispensable that member states and regions use the existing possibilities for support to rural-urban initiatives in a pro-active way when they programme and implement their EU regional and rural development programmes.
Making EU funding more efficient – avoiding inefficiencies

Based on an integrated territorial approach, urban-rural partnerships are characterised by a broad range of topics generally covered by the funding scope of the European structural funds (ERDF, ESF) and the European agricultural fund for rural development (EAFRD): 

· Social service and public infrastructure provision in rural areas and small and medium sized towns (e.g. education and training, health, transport, youth);

· Sustainable management of natural and cultural resources: e.g. water and waste management, renewable energies and energy efficiency, climate change, risk prevention, natural and cultural sites, environment rehabilitation; 

· Economic development and innovation: incubators, clusters, ICT infrastructure, innovation/ technology transfer, tourism, regional food production/distribution.

For these fields of action rural-urban partnerships can highly contribute to raise efficiency – or to prevent inefficiencies – and to achieve more sustainability by an improved coordination of single interventions on a larger functional territory. This is especially important in times of increasingly scarce public budgets leading to new reflections about the available amount of funding , about the way the financial support is spent and thus about new ideas to make funding more efficient and effective. Especially the demographic situation and development lead to a diminished infrastructure and service utilization and thus to higher per-capita costs and smaller per-capita financial means. This requires new, more efficient ways of providing services and infrastructures (e.g. public transport, schools, hospitals) which can be achieved by inter-municipal co-operation. But, in fact, there are still a number of obstacles to rural-urban partnerships due to asymmetric relation between urban and rural areas (based on different economic powers, administrative capacities, bargaining powers and potentials), divergent expectations and goals and mutual prejudices between rural municipalities and cities and towns as well as a general lack of altruism. 

Moreover, rural-urban partnerships can reveal growth and balance at the same time: they connect similar or complementary potentials in different places and bring together economically strong and weak territories. Thus, they can highly contribute to the goals of the Europe 2020 strategy, e.g. by supporting:

· clusters, networks and regional chains of value added that combine the potentials of many urban and rural stakeholders and contribute to a higher level of employment,

· joint external marketing for attracting investment and placing regional products on the market,

· the co-operation of research institutions and business units or networks between universities as well as other vertical and horizontal clusters within a functional area to promote R&D-activities, innovation and competitiveness, 

· regional energy strategies that combine energy efficiency measures (mainly in towns) and the production of renewable energies (mainly in rural areas), 
· a good accessibility to educational institutions – also via new methods of long distance learning and e-learning.
Already in the current funding period these issues can be financially supported by the ERDF and ESF as well as EAFRD. However, apart from the territorial cooperation objective – rural-urban partnerships are not mentioned as a concept to follow in the legal and strategic EU framework. Not surprisingly, there is no broad take up of rural-urban partnerships in the operational programmes and funded projects are rather implemented in a sectoral and local perspective (either for urban or rural places) rarely applying an integrated and territorial approach for functional areas. Additionally, there is a separation between EU cohesion and rural development policy – the EARDF being still quite agricultural driven, the ERDF dedicated to business development, regional and urban infrastructures and the ESF having a strong target group orientation. Thus, for the coming funding period the different policies and funds need to be inter-connected and projects be designed in a real integrated rural-urban perspective.

Promotion of rural-urban partnerships by EU cohesion and rural development policy

Integrated territorial strategies & structures as basis for funding

One important precondition for strengthening the rural-urban aspect of EU funding is that structural policies on EU level move away from a ‘sectoralised’ implementation towards new types of funding programmes with a more substantial territorial basis applying integrated approaches. In this respect, local and sub-regional strategic processes and governance structures for functional areas generally should become a stronger basis for EU funding. And, the other way round, EU funding programmes should systematically promote the elaboration and implementation of integrated strategies for specific functional areas on sub-regional level – and thus provide respective financial support and technical assistance. The design and implementation of those rural-urban strategic governance processes should be on the basis of a strong public-private partnership involving different economic, social and civil society stakeholders as active participants with co-decision power as well as within a multi-level governance approach. But rural-urban partnerships not only need financial support for building up and running co-operation structures and designing joint strategies. For making territorial strategies and governance systems operational they especially need direct and straightforward access to project funding. This can be achieved via 

· allocating an “own” operational budget for functional areas managed and decided by the given rural-urban governance structures in an independent way and/or;

· including a “funding preference” for projects embedded in integrated territorial strategies.

Both approaches can be combined with each other, e.g. by providing a (smaller) budget for initiatives and projects that cannot be funded from the existing ‘mainstream’ EU programmes or national/regional funds and by easing the access to the sectoral funding schemes for bigger investments based on an integrated territorial development strategies and concepts.

This funding concept becomes of increasing significance as the new policy tools for a possible implementation of integrated territorial strategies - as introduced in the new legislative proposals - are merely optional, especially when it come to their application for functional rural-urban territories (see following analysis later in this document). With the exception of ‘integrated territorial investments’ for sustainable urban development within ERDF (Art. 7 draft ERDF regulation) and of the community led local development approach within EAFRD and EMFF (Art. 28-31 draft general regulation), there is no obligation for the managing authorities of the structural funds to put those tools in place.  Thus, to really make use of the funding options for rural-urban partnerships highly depends on will of member states and regions. 

Coordinated and integrated multi-fund delivery framework 
One important precondition for territorial approaches and thus for promoting rural-urban partnerships through EU funding is to improve coordination, coherence as well as joined up financial support between different EU funds and across programmes. Related to this, there is a need to harmonise and simplify the delivery rules as those hinder a more effective implementation and bear obstacles (and administrative burdens) for integrated territorial approaches. 

Despite some attempts towards more coordination and integrated territorial delivery mechanisms between cohesion and rural development policies – e.g. in Italy or in France – the current programme generation shows few common approaches to programme management and joint project funding. The different ‘policy communities’ tend to design, manage and implement the programmes in a separate way. Therefore, it is difficult to bundle funding from different resources into integrated territorial projects. To improve this situation, the national and regional authorities managing the different funds would need to work together in common structures and use joint planning, programming and implementation mechanisms. This could be achieved e.g. by 

· cross-memberships in committees for strategic programming and monitoring the programmes; 

· defining inter-linkages and complementarities in framework documents and operational programmes;

· formal (or informal) coordination bodies and inter-ministerial working groups as well as shared management responsibilities between several ministries;

· coordination units/officers at regional or sub-regional level;

· mechanisms to promote integrated territorial projects funded from different EU Funds and pooling means from different Funds in specific joint territorial development schemes.

An important attempt for better inter-fund coordination, more coherence and harmonisation can be seen in the proposed legal and strategic framework for the next programming period 2014-2020. Articles 10 and 11 of the draft overall regulations as well as the foreseen Common Strategic Framework (CSF) provide joint provisions covering all EU funds, mechanisms for inter-fund cooperation and coordination as well as methods for ensuring coherence and consistency of programming and delivery rules. Also the approach of “Community-Led Local Development – CLLD” (Art. 28-31 draft general regulation) and of “Integrated Territorial Investments“ (Art. 99 draft general regulation) provides the possibility to bundle the different funds locally in a territorial functional area. Moreover, Article 88 of the general regulation re-introduces the possibility of multi-fund programming for the structural funds. And, more generally, the future framework highlights integrated territorial development on sub-regional level as cross-cutting issue. 

For translating the integrated EU framework to the national and regional level, the member states shall set out in their partnership contracts and operational programmes an integrated approach to territorial development. According to Article 13 and 14 of the draft general regulation this includes, among others, mechanisms and arrangements to ensure coordination among the funds. Furthermore, multi-level governance and partnership as well as integrated territorial approaches to use the funds for urban, rural and coastal areas shall be considered. 

For real integrated territorial programming and delivery (including a rural-urban perspective) in the future programmes it would be important that those directly address functional geographies, ensure an integrated planning and development process and use multi-fund programming. With few, but important limitations, this can be achieved by the proposed legal and strategic framework. The first limitation however is, that rural-urban or functional areas are not explicitly mentioned in the legislative proposals; instead, territorial development approaches either for urban or for rural areas are named. The second weak point is that the reintroduced multi-fund programming possibility only covers the structural funds (ERDF, ESF and Cohesion Fund) while excluding EAFRD and EMFF. And finally, many of the provisions towards integrated territorial development still remain rather unspecific and optional. To strengthen the rural-urban perspective and make it more explicit, it seems necessary to include at least the notion of functional geographies or rural-urban areas in the respective parts –  at least within the general regulation (e.g. Art. 11 (b), 14 (b) (ii), Art. 87, 2 (c) (ii)). Moreover, the CSF should clearly set out the main characteristics of integrated territorial development and highlight their importance for functional territories. Finally, multi-fund programming should be extended to EAFRD and EMFF beyond the CLLD tool. 

Additionally, the following limitations to rural-urban partnership approaches need to be taken into account: 

· Referring to the objective and necessity of an increased involvement of private stakeholders the funding for private partners as beneficiaries should be facilitated. 

· The ‘n+2’ rule may constitute a barrier, as setting up and deciding on rural-urban structures, strategies and projects is a complex and time-consuming process.   

· The required strong thematic concentration needs to be sufficiently flexible to go along with integrated territorial approaches characterised through a bundle of fields of action.

In more general terms, the mutual geographic integration of urban and rural territories, actors and development strategies needs to be enhanced. At the moment the EAFRD support concentrates on the rural parts of the territory and the respective rural actors – mostly not involving bigger towns or cities. For rural-urban development strategies and governance structures there is a need to move towards a stronger involvement of and inter-linkage with medium-sized towns within rural areas as well as neighbouring bigger cities. In this perspective, Article 44 (2) b of the draft EAFRD regulation provides important flexibility for including actors of non-rural territories and actors in the local action groups of Leader. Linked to that, strict upper limits for inhabitants of respective territories are not supportive as these might exclude more densely populated rural areas and rural-urban regions. 
Programming options and new tools for bottom-up rural-urban initiatives

There are several options for designing EU funding programmes from CSF funds as well as specific financial management tools in a way to promote integrated development strategies for functional areas and respective rural-urban initiatives. 

One option – applied in the running funding period – is to include a specific funding priority or measure for rural-urban issues (e.g. in combination with the development of urban, peri-urban and rural areas). For reaching integrated territorial approaches, it would be best to provide such kind of funding on a multi-fund basis pooling several CSF funds, applying a harmonised framework. If multi-funding is not extended to EAFRD (EMFF), an alternative might be integrated territorial priorities, measures or sub-measures in structural funds programmes and EAFRD (EMFF) programmes that are complementing each others. This, however, requires stronger inter-programme coordination and funding procedures need to be closely interlinked and streamlined. 

However, as the new funding architecture – at least for the structural funds – prescribes that each priority of an operational programme should be explicitly dedicated to one of the eleven defined thematic objectives according to the Europe 2020 strategy, it would not be possible to set up specific priorities or measures for integrated territorial development. If the funding structure remains like that, there are only two options: 

1) For merely sectoral thematic approaches (e.g. energy efficiency and renewable energies, transport, SME support or innovation, environment), the EU support could be preferably – but not exclusively – directed to joint initiatives rural-urban partnerships (e.g. by favouring rural-urban projects or projects based on a functional territorial strategy). 

2) For real integrated territorial rural-urban development approaches specific joint funding schemes need to be introduced that are pooling and streamlining funding from different programmes or from different parts of one programme managed by different bodies. 
Another option is to design a specific operational programme or a sub-programme focussing on integrated territorial development. According to the given territorial structure, the (sub-programme) could cover several functional rural-urban regions and city-networks, or only one larger metropolitan area. As operational programmes shall usually focus on NUTS 2 level, the metropolitan area would rather need to cover a complete programme region. Moreover, to set up and run a separate operational programme is only a realistic option, if there is a bigger amount of funding available within a region and a considerable part is dedicated to specific territorial development initiatives. Otherwise, there is a risk to create too much administrative effort for too little money due to the complex management and control requirements.

Linked to the described options for programme design, there are also different specific methods for more decentralised financial management shifting decision competences for project funding to local/sub-regional governance structures and thus enabling bottom-up partnership approaches. Already the current legal framework enabled the sub-delegation of an operational programme or parts of it as a global grant to an intermediate body at local/sub-regional level, e.g. local authorities, regional development units or even non-governmental organisations. However, national and regional bodies responsible for managing EU funds still tend to be reluctant to sub-delegation. One main argument is the objection of insufficient capacities and thus the risk to inappropriate management and use of funds, e.g. in terms of eligibility and financial control. In consequence, enhanced sub-delegation would require at least a strong legal and institutional status of rural-urban structures. Moreover, the rural-urban partnership needs a stable and reliable decision system in legal, political and democratic terms that is able to find mutual consent and binding decisions on funding. 

An alternative to “real” sub-delegation would be to apply regionalised part- or sub-budgets working as a “virtual” global grant. A certain budget is assigned to a functional region and can be spent for respective projects based on a joint development strategy and joint decisions taken by the rural-urban partnership bodies. The formal project assessment and approval, the payment to beneficiaries and the financial control remains at the regional or national programme management level that is, though, following the decision on local/sub-regional level. 

Based on this, the two new territorial development instruments proposed by the EU for the next funding period could provide a good basis for realising integrated territorial development approaches and pool funding from different CSF funds and operational programmes. 

The method of community-led local development (CLLD) – mainly reflecting the Leader method for rural areas and extending it to all CSF funds and to other territories – is dedicated to bottom-up local development initiatives for specific sub-regional territories that are implemented by the local community through public-private partnership. According to Article 28-31 of the new draft general regulation they should be implemented by a local action group (LAG) composed of representatives of public and private local socio-economic interests and taking over some tasks of the managing authorities like project assessment and selection. The CLLD is carried out through sub-regional and multi-sectoral development strategies and can provide financing for preparatory support, for management costs and cooperation activities of the LAG, for running costs and animation of the local development strategy as well as for implementing related operations (including physical investments). The CLLD can be financed from several operational programmes and pool funds from all CSF funds.

The “Integrated Territorial Investment (ITI)” (Article 99 draft general regulation) can be to pool ESF and ERDF funding from more than one priority axis of one or more operational programmes into an integrated territorial funding scheme. Those parts of the priority axes are implemented in a joint manner and it is possible to sub-delegate the management and implementation to intermediate bodies, including local authorities, regional development agencies or NGOs. An ITI can be used for an urban development strategy or any other territorial strategy (thus also for functional areas). An ITI can be implemented top-down by a managing authority, a single local government or another entity – not requiring community involvement. 

	Integrated territorial investments (ITI)
	Community-led local development (CLLD)

	· Art. 99 new Draft General Regulation

· “Bundle” parts of several priority axes/OPs (of ERDF/ESF) to ensure integrated territorial investments

· For urban or other territorial strategy

· Top-down and public driven

· Sub-delegation

· For bigger functional areas and investments

· No integration of EAFRD
	· Art. 28-31 new Draft General Regulation

· Based on Leader method 

· Facilitate bottom-up local development initiatives financed from several CSF Funds

· Based on sub-regional, multi-sectoral strategies

· Smaller functional areas and small-scale (soft) projects

· Implemented by local community (strong co-decision role of non-public stakeholders)


In principle, both new instruments can be used for supporting rural-urban partnerships. However there are also certain limitations that, more generally, can to be found in the entire integrated territorial approach as it is laid down in the draft general regulations of CSF Funds. Firstly, it is only highlighted in relation to either urban or rural areas and not explicitly for promoting rural-urban inter-relations. Secondly, while covering many important elements of rural-urban partnership approaches, the CLLD instrument is mainly targeted to smaller territories with a limited population (either urban neighbourhoods or rural areas) and small-scale projects and is thus limited to several topics rural-urban partnerships can be applied for. Moreover, the implementation is highly community driven, which could bring institutional and legal restrictions for decisions on investments and for larger functional regions. Finally, one main shortcoming of the ITI instrument can be seen in the fact that the inter-fund construction is limited to ERDF and ESF and does not include EAFRD (EMFF).

In this regard, it would be very important for promoting rural-urban partnerships to use the existing and proposed funding options adapted to the specific geographic setting of the functional region. There are two general pre-conditions: Concerning the use of the CLLD method for predominantly rural regions, it would be crucial to really include the urban centres (especially medium sized towns) in the design and implementation of territorial strategies and initiatives (also concerning EAFRD funding) and also to support linkages to bigger cities outside the given territory. Additionally, for promoting territorial governance for stronger urbanised functional areas and metropolitan regions there is a need to provide inter-linkages to EAFRD funding and rural development policies. Taking this into consideration the following options might be applicable for the three categories of rural-urban areas defined by the OECD:

Providing a specific tool for experimentation, innovative approaches and policy development

Rural-urban partnerships bring in a rather new and challenging dimension for delivering European cohesion and rural development policy and funding, especially for member states and regions with little tradition and experience. Also the proposed EU framework – although providing certain options – requires specific methods to include rural-urban issues in the next programme generation. As administrations responsible for programming, managing and implementing EU programmes tend to have a ‘conservative’ and risk-adverse attitude and thus are rather reluctant to integrate new strategic issues and governance approaches,  the direct ‘mainstreaming’ or rural-urban partnerships would need to be complemented with a specific tool for experimentation, innovation, capitalisation and policy development. 

Besides reinforcing rural-urban issues in existing pilot and experimentation programmes, e.g. within territorial cooperation (URBACT, Transnational and Interregional Programmes, ESPON) a specific EU initiative should be launched that is directly dedicated to experimentation, demonstration and pilot projects in the field of rural-urban partnerships. In this perspective the European Commission could use part of the foreseen budget for innovative actions in the field of sustainable urban development (Art. 9 draft ERDF regulation), sharing and diffusing these experiences through a European platform (possibly using already existing platforms). As improving rural-urban interrelations and linkages is crucial for sustainable urban development, it is legitimate to reserve a part of this future for that issue. Additionally, however, also the EAFRD should contribute to the budget, because also rural areas highly benefit from rural-urban partnerships. 

The Commission should design, install and manage a flexible funding instrument that is easy to handle and that can test rural-urban partnerships along certain basic criteria. Thus, a limited but considerable number of pilot projects all over Europe could be selected and supported that represent different types of rural-urban regions and functional geographies, thematic issues and forms of governance. And finally, by a structured practical and strategic exchange, networking and policy development process, the issue of rural-urban partnerships can be further developed and promoted. Based thereupon, it will be possible to draft a sort of “RURBAN Acquis” that can be used as operational basis for further mainstreaming of rural-urban development approaches into EU cohesion and rural development policy all over Europe.

Conclusions

1. Although there are many good examples of rural-urban partnerships throughout Europe, most of them located in the old member states, it is still not a mainstream development approach.

2. The Territorial Agenda 2020 with its focus on functional regions is an important step for promoting rural-urban partnerships. Anyhow, their general acceptance has not yet fully emerged.

3. Rural-urban partnerships can be an approach to combine both growth and balance in urban and rural regions. The connection of all complementary and similar potentials and the existing linkages are the basis for a partnership.

4. Both urban and rural regions with their individual potentials have the chance to contribute, and the idea of a partnership implies also that both should benefit.

5. Rural-urban partnerships are an ample concept in spatial, in thematic and in governance terms. As specific form of inter-municipal cooperation, there is a great variety in formal status, structures, composition, size, spatial levels and scope.

6. The establishment of rural-urban partnerships needs time and small steps can be of high importance for a region. This is especially the case in regions without a longer tradition of regional co-operation.

7. The spatial extent of rural-urban partnerships ends where places cannot contribute any more with their potentials to the partnership and where the linkages become scant.

8. Based on the Lisbon Treaty and the new Community objective of territorial cohesion as well as the priorities of the Territorial Agenda of the EU 2020, the European cohesion and rural development policy should provide coordinated support to rural-urban partnerships. 

9. The EU should apply a flexible and multi-level approach for promoting rural-urban partnerships in line with the diverse national and regional legal, political and administrative framework for inter-municipal cooperation.

10. In its role as a supranational facilitator, the EU can help to further develop the rural-urban partnership approach by promoting existing examples and by acting as an important networking platform across the EU member states. 

11. ERDF, ESF, EAFRD and EMFF can provide finance to a broad range of topics relevant for rural-urban partnerships (e.g. social services and basic infrastructure, economic development, management of natural and cultural resources). However, they are rather implemented in a sectoral approach and less in form of a functional area.   

12. Due to its place-based and integrated, functional territorial approach, rural-urban partnerships valuably contribute to a better funds coordination and to achieve the aim of territorial cohesion.  

13. Integrated territorial development strategies and governance processes for functional areas should become a stronger basis for EU funding and receive direct technical and financial EU support.

14. Rural-urban projects should get direct access to EU funding by an own operational multi-fund budget for functional areas and/or a funding preference in different programmes.

15. The proposed joint legal and strategic framework for cohesion and rural development policy post 2013 provides a good basis for integrated territorial approaches and rural-urban partnerships. It is now up to the member states and regions to use the EU funds for promoting rural-urban partnerships in a pro-active way.

16. The partnership contracts and operational programmes shall clearly set out an integrated territorial development approach with rural-urban partnerships at its heart and provide mechanisms for inter-fund coordination and joint multi-fund programming and funding. 

17. The operational programmes should include specific priorities or measures for integrated territorial development for urban, peri-urban, rural and rural-urban areas and apply mechanisms for sub-delegation to functional areas.

18. The proposed territorial instruments of “Integrated Territorial Investments (ITI)” and “Community Led Local Development (CLLD)” can be used for supporting rural-urban partnerships and for pooling funding from different CSF funds.

19. To strengthen the legal and strategic basis in favour of rural-urban partnerships the regulation for all CSF funds would need to 

· explicitly mention functional (rural-urban) areas as spatial category for integrated territorial development approaches (besides the named urban and rural territories),

· extend the option of multi-fund programming to EAFRD (EMFF) and in parallel also include EAFRD (EMFF) funding in the construction of ITIs,

· extend the geographical and population scope of CLLD to larger areas encompassing urban and rural territories in the case of rural-urban partnerships.

20. The European Commission should launch a specific own initiative “RURBAN” for experimentation, innovative pilot actions, capacity building and policy development funded by Art. 9 of the future ERDF regulation in combination with EAFRD means.
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