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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Urban issues have gained increasing 

prominence over Cohesion Policy (CP) 

programming periods in terms of policy 

relevance and visibility. In 2014-20, the 

urban dimension has been mainstreamed 

into CP. Broadly speaking, implementing 

the urban dimension of CP in 2014-20 has 

involved three types of action: 

• measures as part of the explicit ring-

fenced 5% minimum ERDF support to 

SUD (through ITI strategies, SUD 

strategies supported by a dedicated 

Priority Axis or a separate SUD OP);  

• traditional or mainstream CP support 

that also addresses urban issues; and 

• involvement or participation in EU-level 

networks and capacity-building 

initiatives. 

CP treatment of the urban dimension varies 

according to Member State contexts, not 

least in terms of traditions in urban policy, 

and competencies, finances and 

administrative capacities of urban areas. 

The most commonly used mechanism to 

implement ring-fenced SUD funding has 

been a dedicated Priority Axis, followed by 

ITIs, while separate OPs were only used in a 

limited number of cases. 

The ERDF is the most important source of 

funding in SUD strategies. While ESF can be 

used, it is only included by one in six 

strategies. The CF has been rarely used, but 

where it is, it plays an important financial 

role. 

SUD strategies offer the potential to target 

functional urban areas and city-networks 

but in practice only around one-fifth do this. 

A substantial majority are limited to single 

municipalities, sometimes focusing on 

specific neighbourhoods. Most targeted 

urban areas are comparatively small, with 

only 12% of strategies covering more than 

250,000 inhabitants. 

The most commonly used Thematic 

Objectives under SUD are TO4 Low-carbon, 

TO6 Environment and TO9 Social Inclusion. 

Within these, urban mobility, climate 

adaptation and low-carbon infrastructure 

are recurring themes in many IQ-Net 

programmes. ESF-related topics are often 

given less emphasis. 

The governance of the urban dimension of 

CP offers urban authorities a variety of roles 

and responsibilities: beneficiary, advisory 

body, project selection, IB and MA. Key 

roles are strategy development and the 

selection of operations. In some cases, SUD 

processes are driven mainly by urban 

authorities, in others the MAs play a 

stronger role. 

Financial progress of SUD in 2014-20 so far 

has seen satisfactory, although it is slightly 

behind ESIF overall. Spending under SUD-ITI 



 

2 

has been higher than that under Priority 

Axis- or OP-based models. 

Perceived key benefits of SUD include: an 

improved strategic quality through 

development of strategic, place-specific 

plans and projects, underlining the 

territorial rather than sectoral dimension of 

development; strengthened governance 

structures, cultures and capacities; and 

stronger territorial focus. 

Yet, challenges encountered in 

implementing SUD are: administrative 

complexity and capacity issues; conflicting 

functional and administrative spaces; 

divergent priorities; and the risk of ‘non-

strategic’ SUD projects. 

Looking ahead into 2021-27, the growing 

prominence of the urban dimension in CP 

manifests itself in broad policy frameworks, 

specific urban initiatives, and specific CP 

reforms. Programme arrangements for SUD 

in 2021-27 are generally well developed, 

particularly where strong continuity has 

allowed building on experiences.  

The increased level of ring-fenced SUD 

funding is viewed positively and changes in 

the planned use of specific territorial 

instruments are typically incremental. In 

some case, changes are more significant, 

such as the introduction or expansion of ITI-

based models, or the abandonment of 

urban CLLD. 

Changes to the thematic orientation 

include a narrower thematic focus of urban 

support, to allow better targeting of 

investments. This can include decreased 

emphasis on priorities related to social 

inclusion. In other cases, thematic 

coverage is expanding, which is prompted 

by the reorganisation of territorial 

governance and spatial coverage, but 

also by the emergence of new themes. 

Spatial coverage is being adapted, with a 

common objective of strengthening the 

coverage of functional areas. Accordingly, 

the focus on city regions and metropolitan 

areas is strengthened. 

In terms of governance, programme 

managers are balancing the potentials 

offered by delegated or decentralised 

governance and the risks of fragmentation 

and administrative complexity. A stronger 

move towards so-called ‘second order’ or 

medium-sized towns outside of large urban 

agglomerations is visible. 

Overall, there is a growing consensus that 

‘place-based’ policies have a crucial role 

and SUD is a prominent example of this. It 

incentivises tailored, integrated responses 

to multi-faceted urban problems. It also 

brings EU investment closer to the people 

by giving urban authorities and their local 

partners a more prominent role and stake 

in the process. The uptake of SUD funding in 

the 2014-20 period demonstrates the 

commitment of urban stakeholders to play 

such a role and emerging studies 

demonstrate the benefits this offers.  

As the new generation of programmes and 

SUD strategies is launched, it is arguable 

that the urban dimension is, in principle, 

now embedded in CP. The question is 

whether there is sufficient willingness at EU 

and MS levels to invest in the capacities 

needed to make the most of this 

opportunity in practice. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Urban issues have gained increasing prominence over Cohesion Policy (CP) programming 

periods in terms of policy relevance and visibility. Long-term processes of urbanisation and 

agglomeration in Europe pose complex but crucial challenges for CP, simultaneously 

supporting the economic engine of urban agglomerations while counteracting social and 

economic inequalities arising within urban areas and between urban centres and other 

territories. Global ‘megatrends’, including digitalisation and technological change, 

demographic transition and climate change have specific urban impacts that further 

underline the importance of CP interventions in urban development processes. The 8th 

Cohesion Report highlights the role of large cities and their metropolitan regions in driving 

economic development but also how smaller cities and towns provide an ‘anchor point’ for 

their wider regions, supporting territorially balanced development.1 

The urban dimension of CP has evolved significantly from the 1980s to the present in close 

relation with increasing policy awareness of the role of cities in progressing towards a more 

cohesive, competitive and sustainable EU territory (see Figure 1).  

• Between 1989 and 2007, the European Commission (EC) launched several urban funding 

initiatives as part of CP. Urban Pilot Projects and the URBAN I and II Community Initiatives 

operated alongside the main volume of CP programmes and operations, focusing 

explicitly on urban areas. EU knowledge-sharing and capacity-building measures for 

developing urban initiatives were established, notably the URBACT exchange and learning 

programme.  

• In 2007-13, urban development policy was integrated into the cohesion and regional 

competitiveness and employment objectives, underlining the importance attached to this 

aspect of CP. Whilst drawing up the National Strategic Reference Frameworks (NSRFs) and 

OPs, Member States (MS) were encouraged but not obliged, to integrate sustainable 

urban development (SUD) as a strategic priority a wide range of urban development 

projects were financed.  

• The 2014-20 period saw further mainstreaming of the urban dimension in CP. Explicit 

requirements for urban investment priorities were set out in regulations and 5% of ERDF 

funding at MS level was ‘ring-fenced’ for mandatory integrated strategies for urban areas 

(Article 7 ERDF). New territorial delivery mechanisms became available to deliver CP 

investment in urban areas: Integrated Territorial Investments (ITIs) and Community-led Local 

Development (CLLD). EU-level initiatives to support capacity evolved with the launch 

Urban Innovative Actions (UIA) and the Urban Development Network. The TAIEX REGIO 

PEER 2 PEER tool, designed to share expertise between bodies that managing the ERDF 

and the Cohesion Fund, also supported SUD activities. 

• Preparations for the 2021-27 period have moved to embed the urban dimension in CP, 

with the launch of the EU Urban Agenda and the importance of urban issues in the new 

European Green Deal and post-Covid-19 perspectives. Urban areas are mentioned 

explicitly in the new CP architecture of Policy Objectives (POs). There is a clearer spatial 

definition of the potential urban focus of CP investment (CPR Annex 1). The minimum SUD 

earmarking of ERDF has increased from 5% to 8% at national level (Article 9, 11 of ERDF/CF 

Regulation) and the use of territorial tools in urban areas continues to be an option. The 

new European Urban Initiative (EUI) (CPR Article 110(v), ERDF/CF regulation Article 12) aims 

to provide more coordinated support for cities implementing SUD.
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Figure 1: The evolution of the urban dimension in Cohesion Policy  

 

Source: BBSR (2020) The urban dimension in the EU Cohesion Policy in Germany, p.1, 

https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/publications/SpecialPublication/2020/urban-dimension-eu-cohesion-policy.html (accessed 7 June 2022). 

https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/EN/publications/SpecialPublication/2020/urban-dimension-eu-cohesion-policy.html
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Nonetheless, there has always been uncertainty on how programme authorities can 

incorporate the urban dimension in their CP programmes. There are criticisms of the complex, 

fragmented range of urban development initiatives that have accumulated over programme 

periods, of uncertainty in the spatial and thematic definitions of the urban dimension and its 

intersection with regional policy and of the administrative effort required to involve urban 

stakeholders in CP management and implementation. How can the urban dimension be fully 

embedded in CP in the 2021-27 period?  

Against this background, the paper builds on previous IQ-Net research, which looked at the 

uptake of the new territorial instruments introduced in 20142 and then assessed progress in their 

implementation in 2018,3 around the mid-term of the 2014-20 programme period. As the 

current period comes to a close, the objective of the paper are to focus on experience gained 

in 2014-20 and plans for the 2021-27 period, focusing specifically on CP support for sustainable 

urban development. It is structured into four further sections. Section 2 describes and analyses 

the arrangements made by Member States for implementing SUD through CP in 2014-20. It 

compares the spatial and thematic orientation of SUD measures across programme contexts 

and the governance mechanisms employed. Section 3 reflects on the experience of 

programme authorities in implementing the urban dimension in 2014-20, identifying the key 

benefits and the challenges encountered. Section 4 looks forward to the 2021-27 period as 

programme authorities are preparing and launching SUD measures, building on previous 

experience and responding to new CP regulations and initiatives. Section 5 highlights key 

conclusions and insights arising from this review and raises questions for further discussion. 

 

  



 

6 

2 IMPLEMENTING URBAN INTERVENTIONS IN 2014-20 

2.1 The urban dimension in Member State contexts 

Assessments of the support of the urban dimension through CP must first take into account 

important differences in MS contexts. CP treatment of the urban dimension depends on the 

degree of urbanisation in MS territories, the level of polycentricity, or the most pressing urban 

challenges. There are considerable national and sub-national differences in the size and 

spatial distribution of urban developments, the scope of metropolitan areas, the scale of 

capital cities and so-called ‘second order’ cities, and the presence of urban areas in rural 

regions. As Figure 2 shows, there is significant variation in terms of patterns of urban density. 

• Highly concentrated urban populations can be identified from south-east England, 

through Vlaanderen, into the Netherlands and North Rhine-Westphalia in Germany. This 

area is characterised not only by high levels of population density, but also by its 

transport infrastructure and location close to Europe’s largest markets. 

• An intermediate level of urban population density exists across much of France, 

northern Italy, Germany, Denmark, Poland and Czechia, with urban territories spread 

regularly across much of their territory. 

• More dispersed urban settlements are apparent in Spain, Portugal, southern Italy and 

Greece, as well as Nordic countries. These areas are characterised by relatively few, 

sporadic urban developments. Larger urban areas are predominantly located around 

capital cities and the coastline, while interior regions are very sparsely populated. 

There is also a need to consider different urban policy traditions, differences in devolution of 

competencies, fiscal autonomy and administrative capacities at local levels. The level of 

resources and organisation of CP programme architectures relative to these domestic policy 

characteristics is also important.  

• In MS with relatively limited CP resources and established domestic urban policy 

systems, CP funds represent only a small part of total investment in SUD (e.g. DK, Vla). 

In these contexts, the existence of domestic urban policies with sizeable budgets 

means that CP programme authorities and urban stakeholders must carefully plan 

where investment can have additional benefits or can jointly fund local initiatives. 

• In other contexts, the role of CP in supporting the urban dimension is fundamental (e.g. 

CZ, HU, W-M). In these MS, the scale of CP funding relative to domestic equivalents 

makes it essential for SUD initiatives. Even where domestic urban strategies exist, they 

often have limited dedicated financial sources and consequently rely on CP. 

 



 

7 

Figure 2: Spatial distribution of urbanisation in Europe (2017) 

 

Source: Eurostat.4 
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However, it should be noted that the influence of CP on SUD in MS is not conditioned solely by 

funding levels. Across MS, different aspects of CP are valued in terms of supporting urban 

measures: 

• CP provides a longer-term strategic framework for urban development policy than in 

some domestic policy cycles, representing a predictable source of funding for 

measures directly targeting urban areas (e.g. FI). 

• The organising principles of CP are also appreciated in the context of urban 

development, notably multi-level governance, partnership and subsidiarity. CP has 

been an important part of efforts to develop more coordinated and decentralised 

urban policy systems (e.g. IE). 

• The thematic focus of CP support for SUD has also helped strengthen or extend urban 

policy agendas. CP funding has been used to support the inclusion of new themes or 

issues, such as the Smart City agenda (e.g. Sco). 

• CP value is recognised in the spatial coverage of the urban dimension, exploring 

functional linkages, playing a part in improving connectivity across city-regions and 

improving urban-rural linkages (e.g. Wal). 

2.2 Cohesion Policy support for SUD in 2014-20 

The means or methods for integrating the urban dimension into CP in 2014-20 can be roughly 

grouped into three types: 

• measures as part of the explicit ring-fenced 5% minimum ERDF support to SUD;  

• traditional or mainstream CP support that also addresses urban issues; and 

• involvement or participation in EU-level networks and capacity-building initiatives. 

Table 1 provides an overview of these.  
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Table 1: Key mechanisms introduced for 2014-20 

Explicit urban 

investment 

priorities set out 

in regulations 

 

Article 5 ERDF regulation and Article 3 CF regulation set out specific investment 

priorities for urban areas: promoting low-carbon strategies for urban areas; 

actions to improve the urban environment, including regeneration of brownfield 

sites and reduction of air pollution; promoting sustainable urban mobility; and 

support for physical and economic regeneration of deprived urban communities 

(ERDF only). 

Mandatory 

integrated 

strategies for 

urban areas  

(Art. 7 ERDF 

regulation) 

 

Urban areas have direct responsibility in the implementation of the programmes 

(at least project selection). The Managing Authority (MA) can delegate further 

tasks. At least 5% of the national ERDF allocation must be allocated for integrated 

and sustainable urban development strategies, using ITIs, a dedicated Priority 

Axis, or a dedicated urban OP. A list of cities carrying out such integrated actions 

should be included in the Partnership Agreement (PA), with indicative annual 

allocation for integrated actions. €15.6 billion of ERDF funding (c. 8%) are 

implemented via the involvement of urban authorities. The ESF is contributing with 

an additional €1.5 billion. 

Territorial 

instruments 

ITI (Article 36 CPR). Voluntary programming instrument to implement integrated 

urban or any other territorial strategies. Allows combining different Thematic 

Objectives and funding from at least two Priority Axes of one or more OPs. 

CLLD (Articles 32-35 CPR). Single tool for local initiatives funded by up to four ESI 

Funds (ERDF, ESF, EAFRD, EMFF). Building on the LEADER method of rural 

development, experiences of the fisheries Local Action Groups (LAGs), URBAN 

and EQUAL Community Initiatives. Focus at the local level (subregional areas), 

led by LAGs with no majority of any interest group and based on integrated multi-

sectoral local strategies, with innovative features and cooperation, aiming at 

social innovation. 

Strategic and 

integrated 

programming for 

urban areas  

MS approaches to urban issues are set out in PA (including arrangements for the 

minimum 5% ERDF allocation). Detailed allocations for urban investment priorities 

and integrated urban strategies in OPs. List of cities implementing integrated 

strategies in PA and relevant OPs. Strengthened partnership to involve cities in 

programme design and implementation. 

Urban 

Innovative 

Actions5 (Art. 8 

ERDF regulation)  

Fostering new and innovative solutions in the field of SUD. Support for urban pilot 

projects, demonstration projects and studies of European interest. Up to 0.2% of 

the total annual ERDF allocation. Scope covers all thematic objectives and 

investment priorities. Implemented at the initiative of the Commission. Total ERDF 

budget of €372 million for 2014-20. 

Urban 

Development 

Network6  

The includes more than 500 cities/urban areas across the EU responsible for 

implementing integrated actions based on SUD strategies financed by ERDF in 

the 2014-20 period. Aim is to review how European funds are implemented on the 

ground in Europe's cities, support exchange between cities involved in integrated 

SUD and in Urban Innovative Actions (conferences, workshops, study visits), 

promote direct dialogue between the Commission and cities on SUD. 

Source: IQ-Net research 

CP funding for SUD has to be put against the background of wider CP funding for urban areas. 

According to programme allocation data, at least 31% of CP funds are implemented in urban 

territories (see Figure 3), with 19% going to large urban areas (> 50,000 inhabitants) and 12% 

going to small urban areas (> 5,000 inhabitants). However, taking into account that 59% of 

funds are not assigned, and assuming a similar distribution between urban and rural funding 

(9%) as in the available data, one can assume a far higher share of urban areas, likely around 

two thirds or more. 
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Figure 3: The territorial dimension of planned use of Cohesion Policy funding 2014-20  

 

Source: European Commission, https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/2014-2020/Overview-of-Planned-

use-of-cohesion-policy-14-20-T/4i22-jwwv (accessed 7 June 2022). 

The following sections focus predominantly on CP that formally falls under the 5% minimum 

ERDF earmarking requirement. However, where appropriate, they take a wider look at urban 

measures implemented outside of the compulsory regulatory requirement. 

The 2014-20 ERDF regulation (Art. 7) required the allocation of a minimum of 5% ERDF funding 

for SUD at MS level. While most MS did not go significantly beyond that, some countries 

decided to allocate higher shares (Figure 4), with some countries even reaching or surpassing 

20% of ERDF resources for SUD (Bulgaria, Cyprus). Overall, MS allocated €14.5 billion (7.8% of 

ERDF) to SUD.  

https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/2014-2020/Overview-of-Planned-use-of-cohesion-policy-14-20-T/4i22-jwwv
https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/2014-2020/Overview-of-Planned-use-of-cohesion-policy-14-20-T/4i22-jwwv
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Figure 4: Share of ERDF allocation to SUD and types of mechanisms used 

 

Source: Matkó M (2016) Sustainable urban development in Cohesion policy programmes 2014-2020, a 

brief overview. Paper presented at Urban Development Network Meeting, 18 February 2016. 

In order to fulfil the regulatory requirement, MS had the option to use three different 

mechanisms, either on their own or in combination: ITI strategies, SUD strategies supported by 

a dedicated Priority Axis of one OP or a separate OP for SUD. Table 2 provides an overview of 

the choices made by the EU28 in 2014-20 and Figure 6 illustrates their location on a map.  

The most common approach, used by 17 countries and resulting in 753 strategies, has been to 

dedicate a specific Priority Axis to SUD. 14 countries have made use of one or more ITI 

strategies, totalling 217 ITIs across the EU. Finally, the option of a dedicated OP was only used 

in four countries: in Belgium (Brussels OP), Czechia (Prague OP), Sweden (Stockholm OP) and 

Italy (Metro OP), with the latter supporting 14 cities across the country. Typically, countries 

would choose one mechanism only.  
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Table 2: SUD mechanisms used to fulfil Art. 7 requirements in 2014-20 

 Country SUD-ITI strategies SUD strategies  

(part of PrAx) 

SUD strategies  

(via separate OP) 

Austria  17  

Belgium  8 1  

Bulgaria  39  

Czechia 7  1 

Cyprus  4  

Denmark  8  

Estonia  5  

Finland 1   

France 77 150  

Germany  100  

Greece 38   

Hungary  22  

Ireland  20  

Italy 19 111 14 

Latvia 9   

Lithuania 5   

Luxembourg 1   

Malta  1  

Netherlands 4   

Poland 24   

Portugal  105  

Romania  39  

Slovakia 8   

Slovenia 12   

Spain  123  

Sweden 1 1  1 

UK 11   

TOTAL 217 753 17 

Source: JRC STRAT-Board and IQ-Net research. Notes: IQ-Net countries in bold. Belgium includes two 

strategies in Wallonia and six in Vlaanderen. The figure in Slovenia includes one ETC ITI with Italy. 

Looking more specifically at IQ-Net countries and regions, Table 3 and Figure 5 show the 

mechanism(s) used as well as ESIF sources in selected programmes. A specific urban OP has 

only been used in Czechia. The OP Prague – Growth Pole only covers urban areas. In it, the 

integrated approach is mainly applied in sustainable mobility interventions, e.g. supporting 

park & ride infrastructure.  
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Table 3: SUD mechanisms and funding in selected IQ-Net countries and regions (Art. 7 ERDF) 

Country/region Mechanism ESI Fund € million 

Austria Priority Axis ERDF 33.9 

Vlaanderen Priority Axis ERDF 16.9 

ESF 8.8 

Czechia OP Prague ERDF 144.0 

ESF 45.0 

ITI ERDF  550.0 

Denmark Priority Axis ERDF 8.1 

Finland ITI ERDF 80.0 

ESF 15.0 

Greece ITI ERDF 391.8 

 ESF 92.5 

Hungary Priority Axis ERDF 985.6 

ESF 102.7 

Ireland SRA Priority Axis ERDF 22.4 

Ireland NWRA Priority Axis ERDF 14.0 

Netherlands ITI ERDF 100.2 

 ESF 25.0 

Portugal Priority Axis ERDF 854.0  

Warmińsko-Mazurskie ITI ERDF 42.1  

ESF 16.5 

Source: IQ-Net research 

Figure 5: SUD mechanisms in IQ-Net programmes 

 

Source: IQ-Net research 

In many countries, there are additional urban strategies funded by CP, but these are not 

formally counted into the 5% earmarking requirement, such as the ITIs in the Lisbon and Porto 

metropolitan areas in Portugal, the ITI ’bis’ in Warmińsko-Mazurskie or the city-regional 

strategies in Styria in Austria. 
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The urban strategies used as a basis for interventions can be developed specifically for the 

purpose of ERDF funding but existing domestic strategies can also be used. EU data shows that 

only 38% of SUD strategies have been developed to meet the new 2014-20 regulatory 

requirements.7 

Figure 6: Map of SUD strategies in 2014-20 

 

Source: https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/strat-board/#/where (accessed 7 June 2022). Note: The JRC 

database is continuously being updated. 

In several cases, these elements form a complex territorial approach across OPs and ESI Funds, 

combining different mechanisms and targeting varied territories. This is the case in Portugal, 

where the urban dimension is integrated into a wider territorial development approach (Table 

4). 

https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/strat-board/#/where
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Table 4: The territorial development approach in Portugal – overview of SUD, ITI and CLLD 

  

SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (SUD)   COMMUNITY-LED LOCAL DEVELOPMENT (CLLD) 

Priority Axes Urban 

Development (Art. 7) 

Pacts for Territorial Development and Cohesion 

(ITI) 
CLLD (rural and coastal) CLLD (urban) 

  
Lisbon and Porto 

metropolitan areas 
Other NUTS III 

Objectives 

Urban regeneration 

programmes 

(including sustainable 

urban mobility) 

Strategies for low-carbon economy, risk 

prevention and management, environment 

protection, climate change adaptation; local 

public administration modernisation; 

employment promotion; social inclusion 

Diversification of rural, 

fisheries and coastal areas, 

urban-rural integration, social 

innovation and tackling 

poverty and social exclusion  

Promote social inclusion in 

an integrated manner in 

problematic areas 

Target 

areas 

Urban centres (as 

defined in spatial 

planning strategy) 

Lisbon and Porto 

metropolitan areas 

NUTS III (or groups of 

contiguous NUTS III) 
Rural and coastal areas 

Local areas with social 

exclusion problems 

Territorial 

scale 

Varies depending on 

interventions 

Lisbon and Porto 

metropolitan areas 

NUTS III (or groups of 

contiguous NUTS III) 

Intervention areas of 

EAFRD/EMFF LAGs 

Municipal (or intra-

municipal) areas 

Coverage 
Norte, Centro, Lisbon, 

Alentejo 
2 metropolitan areas 

All of mainland 

territory (except 

metropolitan areas) 

Only areas covered in local 

development strategies 

funded by EAFRD or EMFF 

Selective, depending on 

scale of problem and 

capacity of relevant actors 

Legal basis SUD (Article 7) 
ITI-SUD (implemented 

through ITI) 
ITI CLLD n/a 

Thematic 

objectives 
4, 6, 9 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10 3, 6, 8, 9 8, 9 10 

Funds ERDF ERDF, CF, ESF ERDF, CF, ESF, EAFRD EAFRD, EMFF, ERDF, ESF ERDF, ESF 

Responsible 

body 

Metropolitan areas 

and municipalities 
Metropolitan Area 

Inter-municipal 

community 
Local Action Group (LAG) 

Source: Portuguese programme documents.
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In most countries, the ERDF is the most important source of SUD funding, not least due to the 

earmarking requirement. Of 1,047 SUD strategies, only 161 (16%) also use the ESF and just 37 

(3.5%) also include CF resources. Similarly, in IQ-Net countries and regions, the ERDF is typically 

the dominant Fund (see Table 3) and often the only ESI Fund formally included in strategies 

(e.g. AT, DK, IE). In those cases where dedicated Priority Axes are used, explicitly urban funding 

is usually coming from the ERDF only (e.g. AT, IE, Sco, Wal).  

The use of the ESF is not formally required, but naturally, the ESF programme operates in urban 

areas. Where the ESF is formally included in urban strategies, this is often done via an ITI. This is 

the case, for instance, in FI, EL, NL and W-M. In Finland, the regions are responsible for deciding 

the ESF allocation. The Regional Management Committee in the regions taking part in the Six 

Cities ITI decides on the allocation of the ESF share. Also, where ITIs are not used in urban areas, 

the ESF can be included in SUD strategies that are funded by a dedicated Priority Axis, as in 

Hungary or Vlaanderen. In the latter, some funding from the ESF OP is specifically dedicated 

to the urban dimension (Box 1). 

Box 1: Urban ESF funding in Vlaanderen 

ERDF and ESF both have a specific urban dimension in 2014-20. Similarly to the 

allocations outside of the urban Priority Axis of the ERDF programme, the thematic 

priorities of ESF also mean that a substantial part of its budget allocations are 

concentrated in the cities. Funded under TO8, TO9, TO10, its priorities are to promote 

sustainable, high-quality jobs and labour mobility; education, training and lifelong learning; 

social inclusion, equality and anti-poverty projects with at-risk groups; and active ageing 

through labour promotion. The ex-ante analysis of strengths and weaknesses for the 2014-20 

programme revealed particular weaknesses in the labour market (unemployment) of the 

two large cities Antwerp and Ghent, as well as of the regional towns of Ostend, Turnhout, 

Ronse and Genk. To this end, the ESF OP dedicates an indicative SUD investment of €8.8 

million. In the towns located within provincial ITIs, part of this budget would be invested jointly 

with ERDF resources. 

The total ESF budget is c. €399 million, reflecting a 30:70 division between ERDF and ESF. The 

latest annual report (2019) does not specify whether the selected projects were funded 

under the sustainable urban development Priority Axis or targeted in towns located within 

the provincial non-urban ITIs. Although both ESF and ERDF OPs mention the integrated use 

of their funds as part of the (provincial) ITIs, this has not been achieved at project level in 

2014-20. The mid-term evaluation highlights that combined use of ERDF and ESF in projects 

was not achieved in the provincial ITIs, that shared management created friction, and that 

the overhead costs were not proportionate. Specifically to the urban part of the 

programme, there is coordination between the funds when the content of calls and projects 

is close to each other. In 2014-20, this did not happen frequently in urban projects given the 

thematic demarcation between ERDF and ESF. In the cities, ERDF focused mainly on 

investments in e.g. green-blue networks (parks and waterways), improving connectivity and 

public space, smart economic land use. The cities themselves have a fair degree of 

autonomy in selecting the ERDF projects and are the best placed partner to monitor the 

synergies with ESF-projects in practice. 

Source: IQ-Net research and Vlaanderen ESF OP 2014-20.  

Other than in ITI or SUD strategies, different Funds can also address the urban dimension when 

combined in a dedicated OP, such as in the case of Prague, which uses a combination of both 
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ERDF and ESF. Although not an exclusively urban OP, Hungary also has a multi-Fund 

programme dedicated to territorial development. This covers SUD measures through a 

specifically urban Priority Axis, as well as urban CLLD. The Territorial and Settlements OP (TOP) 

aims to boost the economy of less-developed regions. It does not cover the capital region of 

Budapest, where a separate OP (Competitive Central Hungary OP) is implemented that does 

not fall into the SUD earmarking. The Territorial and Settlements Development OP includes a 

financial allocation for each county capital city and city with county rights, based on a 

composite indicator that includes population size and the level of development.  

While not eligible for many countries, the CF can play an important role in supporting SUD. In 

Czechia, for instance, part of investments for urban transport and urban environmental 

infrastructure in ITIs came from CF. 

From 2007, regulations have permitted MAs to have recourse to a wide range of public/private 

partnerships in the management of funds earmarked for urban development. Portugal has set 

up a dedicated financial instrument to support SUD in 2014-20 (see Box 2). 

Box 2: Use of financial instruments for urban regeneration and revitalisation in Portugal 

The Priority Axes of the four mainland Regional OPs also include allocations for a 

financial instrument for urban regeneration and revitalisation (IFRRU 2020). IFRRU 

2020 was established to support urban renewal across the entire Portuguese 

territory. It uses €102 million of ESIF resources to mobilise €1.4 billion of public and 

private financing for urban development, with the aim of generating a total investment of 

around €2 billion. 

• Funding sources: ERDF regional OPs (Norte, Centro, Alentejo, Lisboa, Algarve, Açores 

and Madeira), CF programme (OP SEUR), national co-financing, European Investment 

Bank (EIB) and the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB). 

• Financial size: €1.404 billion = €64 million ERDF + €38 million CF + €20 million national co-

financing + €500 million EIB loan + €80 million CEB loan + €702 million private funding. 

• Thematic focus: Low-carbon economy, urban development and physical regeneration 

of deprived communities in urban areas. It covers housing rehabilitation and energy 

efficiency in housing, public buildings and equipment, included in interventions of 

urban regeneration and revitalisation. IFRRU mobilises investment priorities 6.5 and 9.8 

(both funded under Regional OPs), and 4.3 (funded under the thematic CF OP). 
Source: EIB (2019) Financial instruments for urban development in Portugal – IFRRU 2020 case study, 

https://tinyurl.com/2p98s8v9 (accessed 7 June 2022). 

 

In addition to interventions under Art. 7 earmarking, countries inevitably implement other 

measures in urban areas. As shown above in Figure 3, investment in urban area is high and 

since many countries strongly support innovation, entrepreneurship and low-carbon 

investments, these programme priorities fit well with the needs of cities. This can be exemplified 

by Bizkaia, where there is an urban intervention in the area of sustainable urban mobility, under 

TO4 Low-carbon Economy. Cities benefit also from more general measures that are not 

specifically targeting urban areas. In Vlaanderen, for instance, urban authorities are important 

benefactors in other parts of the ERDF programme, either as direct beneficiaries or as the 

location of important investments. To illustrate this, the city of Ghent has direct access to €6 

million of ERDF funding as part of the OP’s urban Priority Axis, but all ERDF investments within 

the municipal territory of Ghent total around €25 million.  

https://tinyurl.com/2p98s8v9
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Many countries also implement quasi-SUD measures that do not formally contribute to the 

earmarked allocation. This includes, for instance, the ITIs of the Metropolitan Areas of Lisbon 

and Porto in Portugal or the ITIs around the cities of Elbląg and Ełk in Warmińsko-Mazurskie. 

Also the city-regional strategies in Styria (AT), which are similar to the ones falling under Art. 7 

in Upper Austria, remain outside the earmarked allocation. 

A potentially useful territorial tool used to implement SUD is CLLD (see Box 3). However, where 

CLLD LAGs have been created in urban authorities, the associated ERDF funding did so far not 

count into the allocation earmarked for SUD. In IQ-Net countries, urban CLLD LAGs were used 

in Hungary, the Netherlands and Portugal and as frameworks to implement ERDF and, 

particularly, ESF funding. 

Box 3: Urban CLLD - uptake and funding sources 

In 2014-20, seven countries are implementing a total of 223 urban CLLD strategies (see table 

below). Almost all urban CLLD LAGs use ESF funding, mostly in combination with the ERDF. 

Only the single urban LAG in the Netherlands exclusively uses the ERDF. 

The types of targeted territories range from areas within cities or districts (e.g. Lisbon, The 

Hague, Miskolc, Bucharest or Timisoara) to entire cities, which are often smaller towns (e.g. 

in Hungary, Lithuania and Romania). Portugal, for instance, targets local areas with social 

exclusion problems, either at municipal or intra-municipal level. The list below provides an 

example of the thematic orientation of urban CLLD in Romania:  

ERDF 

• social housing, health and educational 

infrastructure 

• upgrading public spaces and utilities 

ESF 

• education (e.g. reducing early school 

leavers) 

• accessing & remaining in employment 

(e.g. apprenticeships) 

• integrated services (multi-functional 

centres, social services) 

• fostering entrepreneurship both in the 

mainstream and social economy 

Source: Kah S (2021) Territorial tools in (EU) policies: Community-led Local Development (CLLD), RSA 

Global E-Festival, 3 June 2021, https://ldnet.eu/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2021/06/3-

June_Stefan-Kah_RSA-030621.pdf (accessed 7 June 2022). 

However, since the 5% earmarking applies at MS level only, there are cases in which regional 

or thematic OPs might not contain any formal urban measures. This is the case in Scotland and 

Wales, where all urban interventions are outside the 5% ring-fencing. The compulsory 

earmarking for the United Kingdom is fulfilled in England, but in Scotland, for example, the MA 

has still chosen to ‘work within the ethos of the SUD provisions’.  

https://ldnet.eu/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2021/06/3-June_Stefan-Kah_RSA-030621.pdf
https://ldnet.eu/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2021/06/3-June_Stefan-Kah_RSA-030621.pdf
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2.3 Territorial coverage 

The identification of urban areas for CP support is the responsibility of the MS. For the selection 

of targeted territories, the EU has established a statistical system to strengthen the territorial 

framework for data integration and comparability, TERCET.8 This gives a typology to define 

urban areas for CP targeting, such as FUA, city, suburb etc. TERCET is recommended, but other 

criteria can be included and there is some degree of flexibility in order take into account 

specific MS contexts. In any case, the EC requires clear evidence and justification that explains 

why territories have been identified for urban investment. 

Box 4: Delimitation of functional urban areas in Czechia 

For 2014-20, the MoRD set the basic compulsory principles for the delimitation of 

metropolitan areas, however, the delimitation itself was undertaken by each of 

the city/cities included in an ITI instrument. Some of the cities applied a more 

systematic approach to define metropolitan areas (e.g., using commuting data), 

while others took a rather more pragmatic approach (e.g., by covering the largest territory 

possible or by including municipalities and towns without any specific strategic approach). 

The process was adjusted for 2021-27, when a unified approach for the delimitation was 

taken at the national level to ensure a common methodology for all ITIs. A team of 

researchers was commissioned to prepare the delineation on the basis of a specialised 

methodology, combining several methods and data sources. The definition of metropolitan 

areas and agglomerations in Czechia has three components: 

I. an assessment of the intensity and concentration of contacts within the integrated 

systems of centres defined on the basis of current commuting data provided by a 

mobile phone operator (2019);  

II. an assessment of the share of the population integrated within the daily activity 

systems and the average time spent in the core cities of metropolitan areas, again 

on the basis of mobile phone operator data (2019); and 

III. an assessment of the dynamics of residential suburbanisation based on long-term 

statistics implemented by residential construction and directional migration from 

the cores of metropolitan areas to suburban municipalities (2009-16) 

The results of the demarcation process were verified in praxis in the metropolitan areas, 

which meant that some of the so-called secondary towns had to be included in several 

cases due to important role in the management of ITI. The delineation of ITIs was also 

affected by the political decision that all statutory cities would be covered by an ITI.  

Source: IQ-Net research and Ouředníček M, Nemeškal J and Pospíšilová L (2020) Delineation of the 

area for Integrated Territorial investments (ITI) in the Czech Republic. Final Report, the 3rd version, 

Prague. Prepared for the Ministry of Regional Development of the Czech Republic by the URRlab team 

of the Faculty of Science, Charles University, https://mmr.cz/getmedia/420ae22b-fe35-4b75-88d0-

5824612a4e85/PrF_200120_ZAVERECNY-DOKUMENT_FINAL_02042020.pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf (accessed 7 

June 2022). 

The definition of the targeted territory is particularly relevant in the case of functional urban 

areas, especially where ITIs are set up. In Czechia, metropolitan areas were used to delineate 

the seven territories supported from ITI instruments. The delimitation of the ITI area was left 

https://mmr.cz/getmedia/420ae22b-fe35-4b75-88d0-5824612a4e85/PrF_200120_ZAVERECNY-DOKUMENT_FINAL_02042020.pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf
https://mmr.cz/getmedia/420ae22b-fe35-4b75-88d0-5824612a4e85/PrF_200120_ZAVERECNY-DOKUMENT_FINAL_02042020.pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf
https://mmr.cz/getmedia/420ae22b-fe35-4b75-88d0-5824612a4e85/PrF_200120_ZAVERECNY-DOKUMENT_FINAL_02042020.pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf
https://mmr.cz/getmedia/420ae22b-fe35-4b75-88d0-5824612a4e85/PrF_200120_ZAVERECNY-DOKUMENT_FINAL_02042020.pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf
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mainly to the territories themselves (Box 4) while for the period 2021-27, this approach has been 

adjusted (Box 4). At a more micro-level, Scotland used the Scottish Index of Multiple 

Deprivation to identify those areas most in need of support from the Green Infrastructure 

intervention, which targets urban areas with a deficit of good quality greenspace and suffering 

from multiple deprivation. 

The vast majority of strategies target single municipalities, either entire administrative units (40% 

of strategies) or districts/neighbourhoods (30%) (Figure 7). This picture is also confirmed in the 

case in IQ-Net countries and regions, where the main focus is on individual cities (e.g. DK, EL, 

HU, IE, Vla). The targeted cities range from large ones such as Vienna to several medium-sized 

cities in other cases. In Hungary and Ireland, many of the territories are comparatively small. 

Hungary, for instance, targets 23 cities across the country, covering the larger cities such as 

Debrecen or Szeged as well as smaller towns of around 50,000 inhabitants. Budapest is not 

included in the earmarking, but has its own metropolitan OP. 

Figure 7: Territorial focus of SUD strategies  

 

Source: JRC STRAT-Board, https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/strat-board/#/where  

In some cases, the individual territorial governance settings in each country mean that the EU 

categorisations do not always align with the situation on the ground. In Denmark, for instance, 

the spatial orientation is on individual municipalities. The reform of sub-national government in 

2007 meant that Metropolitan Copenhagen remained divided up into a large number of 

municipalities, while the rest of the country have geographically large local government areas 

that include both one or more towns as well as rural areas.  

In Ireland, the spatial orientation is based around the integrated growth centres (gateways) 

set out in the country’s National Spatial Strategy. The gateways are existing urban centres 

which have a critical mass of population which could sustain third level educational centres, 

https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/strat-board/#/where
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public transport, housing and leisure facilities, the criteria necessary for further economic 

expansion. They also link on to surrounding hubs. 

In some cases, the focus is at the level of city districts or neighbourhoods, such as in the 

Netherlands. The extent of these depends on the individual urban context. In the case of 

Amsterdam, three of its districts are included in the ITI. In Rotterdam, the targeted area is the 

Rotterdam Harbour, which is the whole south bank. 

Territorial strategies based on functional urban areas, city networks or other functional territories 

have only been developed in 230 cases (22%). Amongst IQ-Net programmes, these functional 

areas or city-regions involving more than one municipality can be found, for instance, in 

Austria, Czechia and Warmińsko-Mazurskie. Often, these are ITIs, such as in Warmińsko-

Mazurskie (ITI Olsztyn) and Czechia. Alternatively, functional areas can also be targeted via 

Priority Axis-based models. Austria, for instance, supports 16 Upper Austrian city-regions, each 

consisting of a town and three to five neighbouring municipalities. Each territory created a 

city-regional forum and developed a strategy.  

Both Finland and Scotland channel parts of the ERDF funding for urban areas through city 

networks.  

• In Finland, the urban dimension is implemented through an ITI, a city network (6Aika) 

involving the six largest Finnish cities, namely: Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa, Oulu, Tampere and 

Turku. These cities are key hubs for R&D&I activity in Finland and represent 30 percent of 

the country’s total population forming a comparatively large area in an international 

context. 

• Scotland, although outside of the Art. 7 earmarking, created a so-called 8th City framework. 

The framework, comprising Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Inverness, Perth and 

Stirling, supports projects in each individual city as well as joint collaborative projects 

amongst these.  

Many countries target diverse geographies at the same time. In Greece, the ITI of West Attica 

comprises a network of municipalities. The Thessaloniki SUD covers the metropolitan area of 

Thessaloniki. The Giannitsa SUD covers the entire town of Giannitsa, while Patras SUD covers 

only selected central and waterfront districts. The Athens SUD intervention area covers areas 

of special development potential. 

IQ-Net programmes also target urban areas outside the earmarking requirements. Examples 

include Warmińsko-Mazurskie, which supports the functional areas of two sub-regional centres 

(Elbląg and Ełk), and Wales, which targets city-region/metropolitan areas (as in part-funded 

projects in the City Deals), individual towns or cities (e.g. business support) and also 

connectivity between towns, cities and across regions.  
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Figure 8: Population coverage per SUD strategy  

 
Source: JRC STRAT-Board, https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/strat-board/#/where (accessed 7 June 2022). 
 

Diverse territorial coverage also results in a wide range of population sizes covered by the 

strategies. As Figure 8 shows, the majority of strategies cover comparatively low population 

sizes. Only 12% target territories with more than 250,000 inhabitants, with just five strategies 

covering a population of more than 2.5 million (Berlin, Central Silesia, Greater Manchester, 

London and Rome). 

2.4 Thematic orientation 

In principle, SUD measures can make use of all 11 TOs. However, as Figure 9 shows, the majority 

of the 1,047 strategies collected by the JRC database makes use of three TOs: TO4 Low-carbon 

(77%), TO6 Environment (72%) and TO9 Social Inclusion (70%). At the same time, the TOs with 

the highest allocation of CP funding overall, TO1 RTDI and TO3 SME Competitiveness, are 

comparatively underrepresented in SUD strategies. 

Figure 9: Number of SUD strategies addressing different Thematic Objectives 

 
Source: JRC STRAT-Board, https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/strat-board/#/where (accessed 7 June 2022). 
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Looking at IQ-Net countries and regions only, Table 5 gives an overview of ERDF investment 

priorities9 addressed by selected programmes. In spite of the small sample size, the prevalence 

of TOs 4, 6 and 9 is also visible in these cases.  

Table 5: SUD investment priorities (Priority Axis approach) in selected IQ-Net programmes 

Investment Priority AT DK IE PT Vla 

1a – Enhancing R&I infrastructure and capacities X     

1b – Promoting business invest in R&I X X    

4e – Promoting low-carbon strategies X  X X  

4f – R&I in low-carbon technologies  X    

5a – Adaptation to climate change     X 

6e – Improve urban environment and regeneration X  X X X 

9b – Regeneration of deprived communities X   X X 

Source: IQ-Net research. 

However, the table only covers those programmes making use of the Priority Axis model for 

SUD, and ITIs tend to have a broader thematic scope, which makes gathering data more 

difficult due to their fragmented nature. This can be exemplified by Portugal, where SUD 

strategies following a Priority Axis-based approach only address three IPs, whereas ITIs cover a 

wider range of themes: low-carbon economy, risk prevention and management, 

environmental protection, climate change adaptation; territorial structuring of the urban 

system (incl. quality of public services delivery); modernisation of local public administration; 

and promotion of employment, social cohesion and inclusion. Also in Greece, ITIs cover a wide 

array of topics, making use of up to 16 different IPs (e.g. in Thessaloniki). 

Table 6 gives an overview of the themes addressed as part of the urban dimension in selected 

IQ-Net countries and regions. The topics listed are those with dedicated Action Plans and 

partnerships under the Urban Agenda for the EU.10 
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Table 6: Themes addressed as part of the urban dimension in selected IQ-Net countries and regions, 2014-20 

Theme AT CZ DK EL FI HU IE NL PT W-M Vla 

Urban mobility and accessibility            

Climate adaptation            

Energy transition            

Circular economy            

Culture and heritage            

Air quality            

Housing            

Land use & nature-based solutions            

Jobs and skills in the local economy            

Urban poverty            

Digital transition            

Inclusion of migrants and refugees            

Source: IQ-Net research 
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The most commonly addressed topics in the sample of IQ-Net programmes are urban mobility 

and climate adaptation. Urban mobility is a theme in most programmes, for instance cycle 

paths and infrastructure (AT, CZ, Vla) or low-carbon public transport and park and ride facilities 

(CZ). In Finland, there have various flagship projects related to automatised transportation, 

such as self-drive mini buses (tested in Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa and Tampere) which have 

received international attention. Other examples include projects which have tested new 

types of transportation, e.g. car-sharing, car-pools for children to attend leisure activities etc. 

Urban mobility interventions are perceived to be amongst the most successful ones in Czechia, 

especially those adopting integrated approaches in the context of multimodal transport 

solutions. Climate adaptation measures include infrastructural investments to avoid so-called 

urban heat islands in Vienna, Austria and intelligent handling of rain water by citizens in 

Denmark.  

There are also examples for measures in the field of low-carbon infrastructure, albeit outside 

the Art. 7 allocation. In Scotland, the ERDF-funded Low-Carbon Infrastructure Transition 

programme has supported a large-scale heat pump built in West Dunbartonshire. At full build, 

the system will deliver approximately 2,000 tonnes of carbon reduction from the environment 

per year. In the initial phase of switch-on, heat is being supplied to public sector buildings such 

as council offices, an enterprise centre, a leisure centre and a care home. The low-carbon 

system has been designed on a modular basis to enable future expansion, with scope to heat 

a hospital, a shopping centre and housing. The introduction of the heating network will allow 

residents of more than 1,000 homes due to be built on the site to enjoy lower bills. The system 

was showcased to delegates at COP26. 

Other important themes not listed in Table 6 include childcare facilities, vocational high 

schools, R&D (CZ), improvement of public buildings such as community centres (IE NWRA) and 

improving the safety of urban spaces (W-M, see Box 5). 

Box 5: Safe Urban Functional Area in Warmińsko-Mazurskie 

The project aims to enhance the sense of security of the society as a result of 

increasing the services’ effectiveness and the creation of the possibility of early 

information and warning of residents against threats, which requires investment in 

infrastructure and the development of integrated monitoring and warning systems. 

Equipping and strengthening the rescue services and improving the procedures have 

facilitated the rapid exchange of information between these services, which has improved 

the system of ensuring the safety of residents. 

Source: IQ-Net research. 

Despite the apparently strong relevance of TO9 Social inclusion in strategies (see Figure 9), it is 

notable that ESF-related topics are often given less emphasis in programme authorities’ 

perception of the urban dimension (as indicated in Table 6). Issues such as urban poverty or 

inclusion of migrants and refugees have only in a few cases (HU, NL) been addressed with SUD 

instruments. Reasons behind might also be related to thematic concentration requirements. In 

order to comply with Commission requirements for a visibly green dimension in the programme, 
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Denmark decided that all urban projects should focus on green issues rather than e.g. social 

challenges in deprived residential areas. However, also the ERDF can play an important role in 

addressing social issues. In Scotland, the ERDF-funded Green Infrastructure intervention targets 

urban areas with a deficit of good quality greenspace, focusing on deprived communities 

living in close proximity to vacant and derelict land.  

2.5 Governance arrangements 

Governance of the urban dimension of CP offers urban authorities a variety of responsibilities. 

Processes of designing and implementing programmes or specific SUD measures draw in a 

range of roles, including: 

• beneficiary – of SUD and other measures; 

• project generation and advisory body – supporting potential beneficiaries in their 

applications (e.g. Vla) 

• project selection body – on their own or as part of FUAs (in PrAx SUD or SUD-ITIs); 

• IB – e.g. cities in Attiki (EL) or Vienna (AT); or 

• MA – e.g. in Rotterdam (NL) 

More widely, cities are usually involved in the wider programme partnership structures, e.g. in 

Austria via their Association of Cities and Towns, and in Monitoring Committees (MCs) (PT, Sco, 

W-M). 

In terms of specific tasks, first of all, urban authorities and functional urban areas have been 

responsible for drafting their own urban strategies under Art. 7. However, MAs and other bodies 

involved in CP delivery have typically provided guidance to urban authorities. 

• In Ireland NWRA, guidelines were sent to the local authorities to ensure the strategies 

and actions were in line with the standards and challenges.  

• In Czechia, the urban authorities prepared ITI strategies themselves, with 

methodological leadership of the MoRD and support from the MA of IROP. 

In Vlaanderen, the urban authorities have also been actively involved in the strategic 

programming of the OP itself. Particularly under the programme’s urban Priority Axis, they have 

advised the MA as to which investment priorities would be most viable within their cities. The 

multi-annual urban strategies of the two cities of Antwerp and Ghent formed the basis of the 

urban content of the OP.  

During the implementation of the strategy and according to Art. 7 of the 2014-20 ERDF 

regulation, urban authorities need to be at least responsible for tasks relating to the selection 

of operations. Beyond that, MAs can assign further tasks, but often this has been limited by 

concerns over capacity at local level.  
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Accordingly, project selection is carried out by the cities or functional territories themselves, In 

those cases where capacity issues might be limiting, external support is provided, such as in 

the case of Upper Austria, where the related Regional Management Office is supporting the 

16 city-regions in this task. However, selection criteria are approved at OP level by MCs. The 

MAs or IBs limit themselves to applying regularity checks (AT, EL, Vla, W-M), e.g. regarding State 

aid. Similarly, in Ireland SRA, the programme produced the terms of reference for the calls. 

These went to the local authorities of the gateways and hubs, which used them to select the 

projects that would best achieve the objectives against the call and against their own criteria. 

The local authority was responsible for prioritising those projects. Those were then submitted to 

a steering committee, that was made up of the programme MA and other key departments 

that would have a role in some of the priorities (e.g. sustainable transport). The committee 

would then confirm if the projects were correctly selected. 

Only in a limited number of cases, the formal role of Intermediate Body (IB) is given to an urban 

authority. Following EU regulations, in Czechia, a unit of the urban authority acts as IB for the 

ERDF part of the ITI. This unit participates in the preparation of selection criteria and ensures 

that project selection is carried out. At the same time, another unit of the urban authority, 

legislatively divided from the holder of strategy and completely independent of the holder, 

collects project intentions and proposals, assesses how these would fulfil the targets of 

particular strategy and communicate with project applicants. 

Also in the case of the 4 SUDs in the region of Attiki, urban authorities function as formal IB (EL). 

In the case of Vienna, the Austrian capital is both IB – in its role as a Federal State (Land) – and 

a project beneficiary, but each of these roles is taken on by different departments of the city 

administration. In the case of the Netherlands, the CP governance system goes even beyond 

this and the city of Rotterdam is MA for the entire ERDF OP Netherlands West. 

Cities are often involved in project generation and their practical implementation (Sco, Vla, 

Wal). In Scotland, local authorities are lead partners under the Scottish OPs and have devolved 

responsibilities for delivery of projects. This includes under the 8th City Strategic Intervention, 

where Glasgow City Council is the lead partner, and where local authorities have monitoring 

and evaluation responsibilities. In Vlaanderen, the cities have their own contact points, which 

inform potential beneficiaries and intend to set up and maintain a project pipeline. 

Monitoring and evaluation tasks tend to lie with the MA (e.g. AT, CZ, Vla). Sometimes, these 

are taken on by IBs (AT) or, as in the case of Finland, by the 6Aika strategy office. Urban 

authorities also take part in the process by undertaking their own monitoring activities (CZ, EL, 

Wal) and in Czechia, urban authorities have to ensure for each of the ITIs mid-term and ex-post 

evaluations. 

It is worth taking a look at two governance models in more detail: Finland’s 6Aika ITI strategy, 

which was very much a city-led process, and Portugal’s governance model of their SUD 

approach, where the MAs of the Regional OPs play a stronger role.  
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In Finland, the six cities were working together with the MA on an equal footing. No city 

dominated the process and it was felt that all six cities wanted to be part of the ITI. The cities 

were involved throughout ITI development and implementation, contributing to programming, 

project generation and selection, but also becoming project beneficiaries. The cities had a 

dual role in the ITI, which were clearly differentiated when necessary, as ITI promoters and 

implementers, and also as ITI beneficiaries (all projects need to have project actors located at 

least in two different 6Aika cities). The key actors in the ITI governance approach were the 

management group, steering group and strategy office (Box 6). 

Box 6: Key bodies governing the SUD-ITI 6Aika (Finland) 

The cities are involved in project generation and selection through the management 

group, which is the key decision-making body. The mayor of each 6Aika city 

appoints a member and substitute member for the management group, which  

• decides on the objectives, key priorities, and the budget; 

• appoints the members of the steering group; 

• decides on the specific project selection criteria; 

• decides on the content of the project calls; 

• decides on the priority of the ERDF projects to be implemented and makes a proposal 

to the Regional Council of Helsinki-Uusimaa region; 

• provides an opinion on the ESF projects proposed for funding by the funding authority; 

• monitors the implementation of the strategy and the projects; and 

• directs the work of the 6Aika office. 

In addition to that, the cities are involved in the implementation through the steering group, 

but the juridical responsibility remains at the regional council (IB) level. The steering group is 

composed of representatives of the cities, the Regional Council of Helsinki-Uusimaa region, 

Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, Ministry of Transport and Communications, 

Tekes, and the 6Aika strategy office. In practice, it is the management group which appoints 

the city representatives to the steering group (2 representatives plus one substitute per city). 

It is the key body for the 6Aika implementation and 

• prepares items to the management group and implements their decisions; 

• is responsible for project application and assessment processes; 

• steers the national and international networking; 

• monitors the implementation of projects on the basis of project reports; and 

• reports on the implementation of the strategy to the management group. 

The management and implementation of 6Aika is also supported by the centralised 6Aika 

strategy office, a role which has been performed by Forum Virium (the innovation company 

of the city of Helsinki). It is responsible for the operative implementation and for ensuring that 

the implementation and the cooperation within 6Aika progresses in accordance with the 

decisions and direction of the management group. The strategy office is a separate project, 

co-financed by ERDF, which is being implemented by Forum Virium in partnership with the 

6Aika cities. 

Source: IQ-Net research, 6Aika – Avoimet ja älykkäät palvelut – strategia, strategy approved by the 

Ministry of Economic Development and Employment, 9 June 2014 (updated May 2015) and 

https://forumvirium.fi/en/introduction/  

 

https://forumvirium.fi/en/introduction/
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In Portugal, the management of SUD strategies is formally contracted with the MA of the 

funding OP. The MAs define the broader framework for the strategy implementation (incl. 

requirements for project competitions), verify the eligibility of expenses and establish the 

monitoring and control mechanisms. Strategies are developed and implemented by urban 

authorities, who propose the content of the action plans and select operations (on the basis 

of selection criteria approved by the OP MC). Box 7 illustrates the key tasks of urban authorities 

on the one and MAs on the other hand. 

Box 7: Key roles in Portugal’s Priority Axis-based SUD approach 

Urban authorities 

• Development of strategy and proposal of the strategy to MA 

• Development of implementation plan / proposal of the specific content of action 

plan 

• Preparation and launch of project calls 

• Selection of operations under the strategy 

• Eligibility check (verification of compliance of the selected operations with the 

eligibility criteria set in the OP) 

• Verification of compliance with the EU and national rules 

• Quality assessment of operations (elaboration of a document evaluating the quality 

of operations and justifying their relevance for the achievement of the strategy’s 

objectives) 

• Issuing an opinion on the consistency of interventions through FIs with the strategy 

• Also: provide info to beneficiaries; monitoring and reporting; evaluation 

 

MAs 

• Definition of the broader framework for the implementation of the action plans (incl. 

project competitions and the related requirements) 

• Verification of selection procedures 

• Definition of selection criteria (approved by the MC) 

• Evaluation, selection and final approval of strategies proposed by urban authorities  

• Verification of the eligibility of operations and of their consistency with the 

respective action plans (final control of the eligibility of operations before approval)  

• Verification of the eligibility of expenses during the execution of the operations 

• Establishment of the monitoring and control mechanisms  

• Determination of the scope of the urban authority’s functions 

• Also: monitoring and reporting; evaluation 

Source: IQ-Net research 

Governance arrangements and with these the role of urban authorities vary significantly across 

countries, mainly due to the domestic governance and CP implementation arrangements, but 
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also depending on the mechanism applied. Where mono-municipal SUD strategies are funded 

via a Priority Axis or OP, the MA’s counterpart is an individual city or local authority. However, 

where strategies cover a functional territory, such as an ITI, this requires some additional 

coordination, as there are typically several local authorities involved. 

• For the non-Article 7 ITIs in Portugal, covering the two metropolitan areas (Lisbon and 

Porto) and the inter-municipal communities (for the inter-municipal associations at 

NUTS3 level), coordination is important in drafting strategies and appraising projects. 

Functions such as project approval and financial contracting of operations, validation 

of expenses, launch of calls as well as operational, financial and performance 

monitoring are retained at the MA level.  

• In the Netherlands (West), the SUD-ITI is implemented by a dedicated IB, with the 

delegation of full responsibilities for the ITI part of the programme. Moreover, for the 

regional part of the programme, the 4 provinces and 4 cities decide collaboratively on 

all aspects of programme management and implementation. There is also a 

representative of the smaller cities in the region to make sure that they are directly 

involved in steering the programme. 

In Poland, urban authorities have been designated as Article 7 IBs for SUD, based either on 

formal agreements, as is the case in Warmińsko-Mazurskie, or on associations of municipalities 

and districts. In the first form of cooperation, partnering municipalities do not form a separate 

entity, but the main joint tasks are delegated to a specific member of the association, usually 

the largest municipality. In the second model, municipalities set up a new body, an association 

of which they become members.11 
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3 EXPERIENCES WITH IMPLEMENTING SUD IN 2014-20 

Figure 10 shows the progress of payment rates of ESI Funds between 2016 and 2021, both 

overall and for SUD (Art. 7) measures, with the latter additionally separated into SUD-ITI and 

Priority Axis- and OP-based interventions. Although the absorption of SUD funding across the 

EU (57.7% by the end of 2021) is slightly below the average of ESI Funds overall (63%), financial 

progress can be seen as satisfactory. Especially the acceleration of spending from about 2018, 

after a very slow start, is notable. Also, the difference between the different SUD mechanisms, 

SUD-ITI on the one hand and Priority Axis or OP on the other, is significant. Spending under SUD-

ITI has been higher than that under Priority Axis- or OP-based models throughout the period. 

Since 2020, SUD-ITI spending has even overtaken overall ESIF spending, reaching a 10 

percentage points higher absorption by the end of 2021.  

Figure 10: Financial absorption (%) of ESIF in SUD and overall  

 

Source: European Commission data, https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/EU-Level/ERDF-CF-ESF-

Territorial-delivery-instruments-Imple/i4ed-3nn4 (accessed 7 June 2022). 

The late start can be explained in part by the challenges of drafting strategies and developing 

project pipelines, especially where experience of these types of territorial instruments was 

limited. Absorption accelerated around 2018, as operations were rolled out and since then the 

trajectory has been in parallel with overall ESI Funds, even partially closing the gap by 2021. It 

is interesting to note the strong average performance of SUD-ITI projects relative to Priority Axis 

ones, although the reasons behind this require further investigation. 

In preparation for the 2021-27 programme period, programme authorities, cities, and urban 

stakeholders have been taking stock of their experiences in implementing SUD in 2014-20. 

Although there is substantial variation across programme contexts, a review of experiences 

can identify the main benefits gained, innovations introduced, and challenges encountered. 
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3.1 Key benefits: strategic quality, strengthened governance 

& territorial focus 

There is a broadly positive assessment from programme authorities of their experiences in 

implementing SUD. Value has been recognised in terms of improving the strategic quality of 

planning and projects, incentivising collaborative governance, integrating Funds and 

generally supporting the territorial dimension of CP as part of a ‘place-based’ approach (see 

Table 7). 

Table 7: Implementing the urban dimension in 2014-20 – benefits and examples 

 Benefits Examples 

Strategic 

quality 

Participatory processes of 

strategy-building, tailored 

thematic content 

Exploring synergies, 

complementarities (EU, 

domestic) 

Designing strategic projects 

Complementarity of ERDF, ESF in ITIs (NL) 

Synergies between regional and urban 

development strategies (W-M) 

Integration of CP and domestic city-region 

support (Wal) 

Multi-annual investments (AT, CZ, Vla) 

Integrated urban investments (CZ) 

Experimental operations (FI) 

Governance 

models & 

capacities 

Decentralising or delegating 

CP governance 

Strengthened coordination, 

cooperative dynamics at the 

local level 

Participation of new urban 

stakeholders 

Increased responsibilities and capacities for urban 

authorities (W-M, CZ, EL, PT) 

Coordination bodies and networks for SUD (AT, CZ, 

ES, FI, Sco, Vla) 

New engagement strategies for local 

communities, citizens (Sco) 

Territorial focus Spatial lens identifies specific 

combinations of challenges 

and potentials 

Functional areas (metropolis e.g. CZ, city-regional 

linkages e.g. AT)  

Cities and neighbourhoods (sustainable urban 

mobility, urban fabric and land use e.g. NL) 

Source: IQ-Net research 

3.1.1 Strategic quality 

A key element of SUD support through CP, particularly under Article 7, has been the 

development of strategic, place-specific plans and projects, underlining the territorial (rather 

than sectoral) dimension of development. The strategic quality of support for urban areas has 

improved through identifying and developing specific needs and competitive advantages, 

maximising the use of local knowledge, and tailoring the mix of supported interventions.  

Programme authorities have emphasised the importance of SUD strategy-building both in 

terms of participatory processes, and in the tailored thematic content of the resulting strategies 

that offer more flexibility than mainstream OPs. 
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• In Portugal, the process of strategy-building for SUD and ITIs has strengthened strategic 

planning at regional and sub-regional levels. Promoting the participation of territorial 

stakeholders strengthened accountability. 

 

• In Spain, the competitive call for SUD strategies encouraged more integrated planning 

and the development of more strategic frameworks. Some local authorities had to 

rethink their pre-existing sectoral plans to pursue a more integrated, territorial approach 

to SUD.12 

 

• In Finland, the SUD-ITI framework has facilitated support for more focussed and place-

specific measures that would not have been implemented in the framework of the 

mainstream OP. 

The opportunities offered to explore complementarities and synergies through the SUD 

strategic planning process have been emphasised by programme authorities. This has 

involved complementarities in the choice of priorities, the allocation of funding, setting 

objectives, types of actions and beneficiaries etc. between different EU Funds and 

programmes, between city and regional strategies and between EU and domestic urban 

agendas. 

• In the Netherlands, the development of SUD-ITIs in Rotterdam and other cities has 

strengthened complementarity between ERDF and ESF OPs. Synergies between 

support for economic and labour market support have been delineated in the 

development of the strategy, allowing ERDF and ESF to work in tandem for the benefit 

of priority neighbourhoods. 

 

• In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, SUD strategy-building has helped to develop a more 

synergistic relationship between (largely EU-funded) regional and urban development 

policies. SUD-ITI strategies in functional urban areas explicitly complement the priorities 

and measures of the region’s main development plan, the “Strategy for the social and 

economic development of the Warmińsko-Mazurskie Voivodeship until 2025”. The 

Regional OP was also developed within this overall strategic framework.  

 

• In Ireland and Vlaanderen, the process of SUD strategy-building has included a 

consideration among programme and urban authorities of the strategic ‘fit’ between 

domestic and EU urban agendas, notably under the headings of innovation and low-

carbon economies. 

 

• In Wales, the domestic City Deals emerged during the 2014-20 programme period and 

CP support for the urban dimension. ERDF co-funding of City Deal projects has added 

a further layer of strategic thinking. 

Improved strategic quality has also been identified at the level of operations, reflected in more 

integrated, long-term and experimental or innovative SUD projects. The multi-annual 

perspective of CP support for the urban dimension is regarded as key for the development of 

strategic projects.  
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• In Vlaanderen, the multi-year perspective of OPs and SUD-ITI strategies has created a 

reliable funding stream and facilitated more strategic projects. This is particularly 

important for long-term processes of urban renewal (e.g. the development of blue-

green networks in Antwerp and the development of the old port zone of Ghent).  

 

• In Czechia, the multi-annual ITI strategies for SUD have given time and space for 

programme and urban authorities to discuss and prepare more strategic projects and 

to arrange complementary operations. This has been particularly evident in integrated 

investments in sustainable urban mobility and education in metropolitan areas. Urban 

authorities value the certainty of support that SUD provides beyond traditional one-

year investment period for public finances.  

Programme authorities and urban stakeholders have also highlighted the scope for 

experimentation and piloting as important components of CP funded SUD projects. 

• This involves ‘learning by doing’, piloting innovative ideas, assessing what does and 

does not work in different territorial contexts and selecting the most promising ideas. In 

Vlaanderen, ERDF has provided ‘seed funding’ for urban innovation, supporting 

experimental phases to discuss innovative measures, identify key stakeholders and 

raise awareness among the wider public. 

 

• A key aspect of SUD-ITI experimentation comes from networking, co-production and 

co-creation in project development. Through its integrated territorial model, SUD-ITI has 

supported knowledge exchange and increased the scope for transferability of 

innovation across urban areas. For instance, this has been a basic organising principle 

in Finland’s 6Aika Strategy (see Box 8). 

Box 8: SUD innovation networks in Finland 

In Finland, EU-funded SUD is based on a single ITI implemented jointly by the six 

largest cities in Finland: Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa, Oulu, Tampere and Turku. This 

represents an innovative type of operational cooperation between six cities, 

emerging from their joint needs and interests. The instrument promotes cooperation 

between the cities, companies, research & development organisations and citizens, 

increasing awareness of investment opportunities and the formation of links that can 

facilitate private funding for specific, innovative types of actions. This involves customer-

centred co-creation, using urban environments as platforms for testing new products and 

services. Key features of this approach are flexibility to address emerging challenges over 

time; innovating through experiments and pilots – small steps towards ambitious targets; 

building stakeholder commitment; synergies between the projects by co-learning in the city 

network; and transferability of solutions. For instance, Project Sohjoa addressed the 

challenges of new economic growth industries as well as sustainable intelligent 

transportation development by bringing autonomous small electric buses to operate in 

6Aika areas as part of pilot innovation platforms.  

Sources: https://6aika.fi/en/frontpage/; 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/projects/finland/moving-ahead-with-robot-buses (accessed 7 

June 2022). 

 

https://6aika.fi/en/frontpage/
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/projects/finland/moving-ahead-with-robot-buses
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3.1.2 Governance models and capacities 

Governance structures, cultures and capacities have been strengthened in 2014-20 through 

CP-supported SUD initiatives. There are examples of new or improved vertical and, especially, 

horizontal coordination and, as part of this, an increasing role for local authorities, local 

communities, NGOs and other sub-national bodies. This is helping to strengthen capacities in 

multi-level strategic planning and policy instrument design. 

A benefit recognised across programme authorities is the impact of SUD measures in 

decentralising or delegating CP governance, supporting ‘place based’ investment and the 

principles of partnership and subsidiarity. The redistribution of management and 

implementation responsibilities, particularly in response to Art. 7 requirements, means that 

urban authorities now have, to varying degrees, co-responsibility with central and regional 

levels in designing and delivering strategies and operations. 

• In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, urban authorities became Art. 7 IBs for SUD. As these have not 

previously held substantial CP governance responsibilities, the SUD-ITI instrument is 

perceived to have particular significance and potentially long-term added value as a 

means of building cooperation between regional and urban levels.  

 

• In Ireland, implementing the urban dimension has strengthened the ‘bottom-up’ 

approach in project development, helping identify projects and that are firmly rooted 

in local communities. This is important in balancing a generally centralised policy 

approach in Ireland. It has set a precedent and developed interesting operations that 

can act as a model for future domestic policies. 

 

• In Czechia, the involvement of urban authorities in SUD-ITI responsibilities has prompted 

a significant change in their relationship with CP. From being solely project applicants, 

they are now integral parts of the strategic setting for CP support, prompting more 

active participation in assessing local needs and discussing integrated solutions.  

 

• Similarly, in Greece, involvement in SUD-ITI is valued by urban authorities as their first 

opportunity to become actively involved in planning territorial strategies and projects. 

 

• In Portugal, governance benefits are recognised in building local leadership and 

technical capacity in administering EU funding. 

Implementing SUD has also strengthened coordination and cooperative dynamics at the local 

level. SUD strategies and projects have responded to common potentials or risks, addressed 

fragmentation and rivalry (e.g. between core city municipalities and surrounding areas), 

pooled resources and facilitated local knowledge exchange. Across MS and regions, a range 

of formal and informal coordination bodies and platforms have been established for SUD 

design and delivery. 

• In Austria, the introduction of Art. 7 measures led to the creation of new City-Regional 

Fora in Upper Austria. These serve as a platform for coordination and cooperation, 
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consisting of representatives of the respective core city as well as representatives of 

the municipalities of the interlinking area. 

 

• Ghent in Vlaanderen uses a large array of urban measures to ensure an integrated 

approach. They restructured the administration in ten departments, plus transversal 

urban managers and an urban development company. 

 

• In Czechia, SUD measures have incentivised communication between core cities and 

their hinterlands. SUD measures have provided an important impetus for the 

establishment of communication platforms that are gradually incorporating themes 

and issues beyond CP funding. 

 

• In Spain, CP funding for SUD has strengthened horizontal coordination through informal 

networks. A pre-existing Urban Initiatives Network was considerably strengthened in 

2014–20 to promote informal networking among urban authorities. Working groups set 

up in 2016 brought together cities with approved urban strategies to review 

experiences, providing a forum for debate and exchange of good practices and to 

feed into formal decision-making in the SUD MC. Peer review workshops have made a 

significant contribution to shared learning and networking among cities.13 

 

• The 6Aika SUD-ITI in Finland has provided strong incentives for the six largest cities to 

work closely together. Urban environments are used as platforms for testing new 

products and services that can be rolled out across the cities. For example, the cities 

have recently worked together to submit joint packages for the national recovery plan, 

on economic recovery for businesses, tourism and digitalisation. A separate (ERDF-

funded) project, the Six Cities Strategy office has supported coordination with 

centralised personnel as well as city-specific coordinators.  

 

• Scotland’s ERDF programme does not directly contribute to Article 7 SUD ring-fencing. 

However, the ERDF programme supports coordination activities that align with the spirit 

of the regulations, in particular under TO1 (smart cities) and TO6 (green infrastructure) 

(see Box 9).  

Box 9: SUD support for city-level coordination: ‘Scotland’s 8th City – the Smart City’ 

‘Scotland’s 8th City – the Smart City’ strategic initiative in the ERDF programme has 

strengthened collaboration between cities on low carbon, 'smart' technology, 

investment promotion and infrastructure. With Glasgow City Council as lead partner 

supported by the Scottish City Alliance, this initiative involves all seven Scottish cities working 

on a programme of data and digital technology projects. Total investment is almost GBP 50 

million, including ERDF support of GBP 20.5 million. Projects are grouped on the basis of the 

following clusters: data, smart Infrastructure, smart communities, energy, health, mobility and 

public safety. The cities share assets, resources and knowledge to create solutions that are 

open, scalable, replicable and interoperable. For example, the initiative supports 

collaboration on Intelligent Street Lighting (ISL) and energy systems in Aberdeen, Glasgow, 

and Perth. This has developed a combined LED lighting system with a Central Management 

System supported by wireless communication networks. This ISL infrastructure is significantly 

reducing electricity consumption and wastage of energy (with efficiency savings of 70%), 

and is creating connected networks - providing consumption data and opportunities to link 

different resources. 

Source: 8th City Update Newsletter 17, November 2020, https://scottishcities.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2021/01/8th-City-Update-Newsletter-17-November-2020.pdf (accessed 7 June 2022). 

https://scottishcities.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/8th-City-Update-Newsletter-17-November-2020.pdf
https://scottishcities.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/8th-City-Update-Newsletter-17-November-2020.pdf
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Programme authorities have also described how SUD measures have increased the visibility of 

EU investment ‘on the ground’ and the engagement of local stakeholders, including businesses, 

NGOs and citizens in the in the design and implementation of strategies and projects.  

• In Austria, media monitoring has revealed that measures in the ERDF OP SUD priority 

were much more prominent than those in other Priority Axes. A crucial factor in this was 

that these projects were more ‘localised’ (e.g. the introduction of a city bike system in 

Weiz (Styria) or a joint food market in the city of Steyr (Upper Austria). This is something 

that will be emphasised more explicitly in 2021-27 under PO5. 

• In Vlaanderen, programme authorities see SUD projects as having have more citizen 

engagement and participative ways of working than other operations. SUD 

investments often have strong visibility in towns and cities and their contribution to the 

built environment, support of culture and heritage, and sustainable mobility is 

recognised in local communities. This often means that local participation in 

consultation processes and project events is more active than for other investments. 

 

• In Scotland, the ERDF-funded 8th City initiative (Box 9) includes a specific output 

dedicated to ‘citizen and stakeholder engagement’. City partners have jointly 

developed a Stakeholder Engagement Strategy and Action Plan to mobilise inclusive 

participation in project design and delivery. Supporting guidance links to Scottish 

Government’s National Standards for Community Engagement and to the Inclusive 

Cities European Manifesto for Citizen Engagement.  

3.1.3 Territorial focus  

A fundamental characteristic of CP support for SUD in 2014-20 has been its strengthened 

territorial focus. Article 7 strategies, ITI and CLLD have all applied a strategic, spatial lens to 

investment. Different types of urban area have been supported but across cases, programme 

and urban authorities have recognised the value of CP support in 2014-20 in spatially targeting 

investment. 

Support of functional urban areas has been particularly prominent in EU13 countries, where EU 

funding allocations are relatively high and where there is often a focus on strengthening policy 

coverage and administration in metropolitan areas and city-region linkages. 

• In Czechia, implementation of SUD-ITI is implicitly addressing the challenge of territorial 

planning in a context of fragmented local administration boundaries. It has prompted 

an innovative focus on functional urban areas, integrating support for development 

across core cities and their hinterlands. As well as setting a territorial framework for 

implementation of ITI projects in 2014-20, it is anticipated that this will provide the basis 

for broader metropolitan coordination in the future (see Section 4.5). 

 

• One of the main benefits of CP SUD support in Austria in 2014-20 has been its city-

regional coverage. Fragmentation in development initiatives at the local level has 

been a persistent problem but support provided by the SUD Priority Axis in the ERDF 

programme has strengthened frameworks for broader, functional initiatives (see Box 
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10). For instance, enterprise zones are now marketed jointly as part of city-regional 

initiatives. 

Box 10: SUD strengthening the city-region – evaluation results in Austria. 

In Austria, an evaluation of the urban Priority Axis of the ERDF OP has been finalised 

in December 2019. The study identifies useful impact in the following dimensions: 

• a considerable impetus for and deepening of cooperation processes within city-regions; 

• improved coordination between city-region and Land levels regional level and support 

of mutual learning across the multi-level system; 

• support for partnership and engagement of stakeholders at city-regional level; 

• very high visibility of EU funding for the population due to the involvement of local and 

city-regional political representatives and diverse communication activities at city-

regional level; 

• impact evaluation shows range of small, local contributions to territorial development 

through projects in the city-regions. 

Source: ÖIR et al (2019) Endbericht Leistungspaket 4 – Städtische und territoriale Dimension, 

https://www.efre.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/downloadcenter/Evaluierung/Endbericht_Evaluierung_S

taedtischeDimension_FINAL.pdf (accessed 7 June 2022). 

There has been more focus on city or neighbourhood levels in EU15 countries where funding is 

more limited and domestic urban policies are more established. Benefits here include 

opportunities to directly engage local communities and citizens in small, locally oriented 

measures.  

• Urban CLLD provides prominent examples of how the spatial targeting of CP SUD 

facilitates an integrated approach to community-related issues "as a whole", rather 

than measures related to a particular sector only (e.g. education, social, 

environmental, economic, etc.) (see Box 11). 

Box 11: SUD supporting districts and neighbourhoods - Urban CLLD in the Netherlands 

In the Netherlands, CLLD has been used to bring together social, economic and 

environmental objectives at neighbourhood level. For instance, in the pilot CLLD 

territory implemented in the neighbourhood of Scheveningen in The Hague, it has 

been used to address issues with derelict land. A key focus is social inclusion and the 

empowerment of the local population in policy-making.  

The CLLD LAG supports small locally oriented projects, including ‘Greens in the Park’. This 

involves the local government, neighbourhood and commercial partners working together 

to revitalise derelict land, creating a better environment by means of vegetable gardens. 

The gardens are maintained by the Greens Gardens Foundation, which supervises 

volunteers and people with disabilities. They work alongside a team of 20 members, who 

produce organic vegetables and fruit for an on-site restaurant, Twelve jobs have been 

created (20 are foreseen with around 40 volunteers mobilised) with total project costs of 

€189,900. 

Source: https://www.greensinthepark.nl/ (accessed 7 June 2022). 

https://www.efre.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/downloadcenter/Evaluierung/Endbericht_Evaluierung_StaedtischeDimension_FINAL.pdf
https://www.efre.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/downloadcenter/Evaluierung/Endbericht_Evaluierung_StaedtischeDimension_FINAL.pdf
https://www.greensinthepark.nl/
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3.2 Challenges encountered in implementing SUD through CP 

Nevertheless, these assessments identify substantial challenges involved in designing and 

implementing SUD. Authorities have faced significant challenges in establishing governance 

arrangements and deciding the optimal geographic scope and thematic content for 

strategies and projects that have varied in scope and intensity, even within MS (Table 8). 

Table 8: Implementing the urban dimension in 2014-20 – challenges and examples 

 Challenges Examples 

Administrative 

complexity & 

capacity issues 

Limited capacities in 

municipalities 

Difficulties mobilising 

stakeholders 

Administrative pressures for 

programme authorities 

Taking advantage of EU-level 

support measures 

Smaller municipalities (e.g. PT, DK, EL) 

Municipalities with limited experience (e.g. PT,  

W-M) 

Potential beneficiaries unaware of opportunities, 

duplication or competition with ‘mainstream’ EU 

funds or other sources of support (e.g. CZ, NL) 

Identifying resources for capacity-building (e.g. IE) 

Conflicting 

functional & 

administrative 

spaces 

Unevenly distributed medium-

sized and smaller settlements 

Absence of metropolitan or 

city-region administrative 

structures 

Variation in configurations of urban authorities 

and extent to which functional areas are covered 

by SUD (e.g. DK, CZ)  

Fragmented administrative boundaries lead to 

dispersal of strategies and measures (e.g. PT) 

Divergent 

priorities 

Mobilising urban stakeholders 

to apply under specific SUD 

thematic headings 

Thematic concentration 

requirements 

 

Administrative and organisational efforts involved 

in large, strategic investments (e.g. CZ) 

Shift towards a low-carbon economy (e.g. Eng) 

State aid and procurement issues for urban 

infrastructure (e.g. IE) 

Limited strategic flexibility under Art. 7 strategies 

(e.g. FI, NL) 

Risk of ‘non-

strategic’ SUD 

projects 

Absorption pressures 

Regulatory barriers for 

integration 

Choice of project generation 

modes 

Delayed launch of SUD measures due to intense 

preparation process (most MS) 

Different regulatory frameworks and delivery 

models for ERDF & ESF (e.g. FI, NL) 

Balancing benefits & challenges of pre-selected 

project lists & competitive calls (e.g. W-M) 

Source: IQ-Net research 

3.2.1  Dealing with administrative complexity and capacity issues  

Implementing SUD, particularly strategies under ERDF Article 7, has sometimes created 

administrative difficulties for programme authorities and urban authorities in 2014-20. The 

designation of implementing bodies, the establishment of project pipelines, setting monitoring 

and control systems, the CP performance framework and the results orientation, etc. all create 

specific challenges in the context of SUD. 
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A basic challenge has been ensuring that capacities were in place to develop SUD strategies 

and operations in compliance with the ERDF Article 7 regulatory requirement for delegation of 

implementation tasks to urban authorities. Under Article 7 ERDF, urban authorities were 

required to be designated as IBs for tasks relating, at least, to the ranking and selection of 

operations and potentially also to verifications with regard to eligibility, administrative capacity 

and compliance. Most often, the minimum level of tasks were delegated but even then 

administrative challenges have been encountered (e.g. duplication of project assessment 

and verification processes between programme and urban authorities). These problems have 

been acute in particular local contexts. 

Capacity issues were often related to the size of urban municipalities to whom tasks were 

delegated. Programme authorities have identified substantial variation in capacity to fulfil 

delegated tasks for SUD across urban areas.  

• Evaluation studies in Portugal identified issues of capacity as being at the centre of 

some weaknesses characterising the design and implementation of SUD. The study 

highlighted the importance of capacity-building to achieve a more effective use of 

these instruments.  

• In several MS, SUD strategies including large municipalities had the necessary 

administrative resources while smaller municipalities have often had difficulties in 

coping with complex administrative responsibilities (e.g. Biz, CZ, DK, EL). In Portugal, not 

all urban authorities were able to assume management and implementation 

responsibilities, which meant that some delegated these tasks to the respective Inter-

Municipal Community or Metropolitan Area (NUTS3 level), or to the respective regional 

OP MA. 

There have also been difficulties where authorities had limited experience of these types of 

instruments.14  

• In some contexts, it was necessary for programme authorities and urban authorities to 

build the entire model ‘from scratch’ without the benefit of prior knowledge. For 

instance, in Warmińsko-Mazurskie, the entire process of developing SUD-ITIs has been 

experimental. 

Unfamiliarity with these instruments, perceptions of the associated administrative challenges 

and potential duplication with other funding sources mean that there have also been 

challenges in mobilising the appropriate range of SUD stakeholders. There has been a risk of 

competition or duplication in project calls under SUD-ITI and ‘mainstream’ programmes or 

other sources of support.  

• In Czechia, stakeholders have favoured individual OP calls over SUD strategies under 

some headings when implementation was delayed (e.g., enlargement of education 

capacities, support of entrepreneurships and others). 

• It has also been noted (e.g. in NL) that urban ITI and CLLD instruments have to operate 

alongside other instruments which may provide alternative means of engaging citizens 

in resource allocation (e.g. Horizon Europe). In these circumstances, there was a 

danger for strategies to become ‘municipality-centric’, with limited participation from 
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other partners (e.g. other sub-national government units, NGOs, the voluntary sector 

and the private sector), limiting the leverage of vital resources. 

These challenges have underlined the importance of capacity-building, putting pressure on 

programme authorities to identify own resources, allocate Technical Assistance funding or 

identify other sources of support. 

• In Ireland, capacity building has been particularly crucial because of significant staff 

turnover at programme and, particularly, local levels. The MA has provided training 

periodically but looking forward to the next period, new resources will be needed to 

work directly with the urban authorities and constantly providing training and support. 

• In Finland, the ERDF-funded 6Aika strategy office has been important in providing 

support to cities in implementing the SUD-ITI and urban authorities have also benefitted 

from having working with Regional Councils that are experienced in CP management 

and implementation. 

• In Czechia, the challenge of capacity-building is particularly pertinent for certain 

groups of urban stakeholders as there are plans to extend the use of the SUD-ITI model 

in 2021-27. The capacity of new urban stakeholders has not yet been funded from EU 

sources and support from the forthcoming Technical Assistance OP is not yet available. 

EU-level initiatives have demonstrated significant potential to support urban authorities in 

implementing SUD measures but there have been difficulties in engaging with programme 

authorities and urban areas in some contexts. 

• The URBACT European Territorial Cooperation programme has enabled cities to work 

together to develop solutions to urban challenges, creating space for learning and 

knowledge exchange. This includes knowledge exchange under specific themes that 

are not as prominent in other fora: homelessness (Vla, DK); use of brownfield sites in 

urban centres, inclusion of Roma community (CZ). 

• Urban Innovative Actions15 and the Urban Development Network have also provided 

help in fostering new and innovative solutions in the field of SUD through knowledge 

exchane, support for urban pilot projects, demonstration projects (e.g. FI). A recent 

evaluation of UIA in 2014-20 noted that the majority of UIA projects are in cities hosting 

SUD strategies and there is thematic consistency in half to two-thirds of those cases.16  

This highlights the opportunities for cities to scale up innovations identified through these 

measures to SUD strategies and OPs (Box 12). 
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Box 12: Connecting URBACT and UIA to programme-based funding for urban areas 

In Greece, 37 cities are involved in URBACT 

networks and four cities have developed Urban 

Innovative Actions, some of which are planned 

to inform SUD strategies in 2021-27. 

In the case of Halandri, the Cultural H.ID.RA.N.T. project 

originated from the LAG and was first implemented as an 

URBACT project then further developed as an Urban 

Innovative Action.  

The project aims to develop the local Hadrian aqueduct 

to provide citizens with a new water resource, to give the 

community the opportunity to discuss and appreciate 

water as common resource, to strengthen local cultural capital, and to potentially upscale 

water re-use practices to other municipalities, strengthening metropolitan relationships.  

In 2021-27, the initiative will be a component of an SUD-ITI. 

Source: https://www.uia-initiative.eu/en/news/contemporary-life-roman-aqueduct, photo courtesy of 

MEDINA 

Nevertheless, assessments of these initiatives have identified factors limiting their support for 

SUD capacity-building. There is a separation between these instruments and in some cases, 

no direct connection with implementation of CP. This makes it difficult for programme 

authorities to fully explore potentials (e.g. IE). Moreover, it has been challenging to extend the 

use of these instruments beyond large cities to smaller urban centres that lack the capacity to 

engage (and, thus, where support is needed) (e.g. Vla).  

3.2.2  Integrating functional urban areas and administrative spaces  

In several instances, programme authorities have found it difficult to reconcile differences 

between functional and administrative boundaries. This has been the case in accommodating 

Article 7 requirements in negotiating SUD ITIs, where the absence of an administrative level 

covering the optimal functional area has led to the establishment of several smaller SUD 

strategies based around individual municipalities. This can undermine impact through the 

dispersal of funding across territories, put pressure on the administrative capacities of local 

authorities and complicate coordination efforts by programme authorities. 

• In Denmark, the challenges of reconciling Article 7 SUD regulations with the country’s 

urban settlement pattern and governance structures has been reflected in the below 

average absorption of SUD measures. Designing and implementing integrated SUD 

strategies has been difficult in a context of unevenly distributed medium-sized and 

smaller settlements and governance structures where ‘cities’ (urban areas) and local 

government areas have very varied capacities.  

• In Czechia, cities delineated the metropolitan coverage of their ITI strategies based on 

criteria set by the Ministry. As a result, this approach produced a range of specific 

approaches that particular metropolitan areas adopted.  

https://www.uia-initiative.eu/en/news/contemporary-life-roman-aqueduct
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• In Portugal, the potential of SUD support to strengthen FUA has not yet been sufficiently 

realised. Very broad territorial coverage (105 SUD strategies) and fragmented 

administrative boundaries have led to the dispersal of strategies and measures, limiting 

functional integration and reducing their financial scale. In Norte, FUA differ 

significantly from SUD scales of reference (see Figure 11). Attempts to negotiate one 

SUD-ITI for Porto metropolitan area were complicated by ERDF Article 7 regulations and 

17 separate SUD strategies cover the area in 2014-20. This limits functional integration 

(e.g. the Sustainable Urban Mobility component of each SUD is considered through 

NUTS3-level plans). 

Figure 11: Differences between functional and administrative/urban strategy boundaries in 

Norte (Portugal), 2014-20 

 

Source: Móia P (2019) ‘Sustainable Urban Development (SUD) implementation: the case of Norte‘, 

presentation at European Structural and Investment Funds and Integrated Sustainable Urban 

Development IQ-Net Knowledge Exchange Meeting, Delft, 26/2/19. 

3.2.3  Reconciling divergent strategic priorities for SUD 

Setting the thematic orientation for CP supported SUD has been a challenge. Most SUD 

strategies build on previous frameworks and refer to pre-existing plans. Nevertheless, it has 

been challenging for some to find consensus on the objectives of support across urban 

stakeholders and reconcile potentially divergent views on strategic priorities between urban 

authorities and programme authorities.  

There have been problems in mobilising urban stakeholders to apply under specific thematic 

headings included in SUD strategies where they have limited expertise or previous experience. 

• There has been reluctance among urban authorities in some contexts, to support 

priorities that involve large, strategic investments and to risk committing resources to 

the preparation of necessary technical documentation (e.g. CZ). This includes, for 

example, priorities related to the shift towards a low-carbon economy, which in some 

cases has prompted a change in the ITI strategy (e.g. Eng).17 

• Other thematic headings have been problematic for smaller urban authorities due to 

associated EU regulatory requirements. This concerns, for example, state aid 

requirements in urban projects focusing on housing, the revival of retail activities or 
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sustainable mobility, which require a public-private joint venture because of their size 

and complexity, especially in a context of limited public finances. Priorities related to 

investment in urban infrastructure have been challenging due to public procurement 

and the need for lengthy planning and consultation procedures (e.g. IE).  

Ensuring that SUD strategies bridge OPs and local policies has in some cases also been 

challenged by CP thematic concentration requirements. Themes prioritised by programmes, 

informed by the thematic concentration principle, sometimes did not match locally identified 

urban priorities, limiting the scope for integrated, place-based strategies. 

• In Finland, the thematic concentration requirement was perceived to have limited 

strategic flexibility under Article 7 strategies and the ability to integrate multiple themes. 

• In the Netherlands, reaching thematic concentration targets meant allocating certain 

amounts from the SUD-ITIs to priorities related to climate change, again limiting 

strategic flexibility.  

3.2.4  Risk of ‘non-strategic’ SUD projects 

Particularly where implementation of SUD measures has been delayed and spending 

deadlines have placed pressure on programme authorities, there has been a risk that 

emphasis in the design and selection of projects is placed on speedy absorption rather than 

strategic quality.  

• In Portugal, relatively lower levels of Implementation for SUD and ITI projects are related 

to the time and costs associated with preparation. Moreover, the execution of locally-

based projects tends to be largely concentrated in the last years of the programme 

period, due to the types of projects that are funded (e.g. procurement processes for 

infrastructure construction) with implications in terms of programme closure and 

transition to the new period. 

• In Czechia, the SUD measures at ring fenced funding have been delayed in 

comparison to other measures due to slower preparatory phase of strategies and 

projects as all ideas have to be discussed within a wide range of stakeholders of the 

territory and projects for funding have to be selected with a strong partnership 

principle.  

A specific challenge has been achieving genuinely integrated projects, particularly 

combining ERDF and ESF. There are differences in the regulatory framework and guidance for 

ERDF and ESF, (for instance in terms of eligibility rules, project application requirements, 

financial control and audit etc.) that have limited strategic integration of Funds in SUD 

measures. 

• In Finland, the ITI is an opportunity to provide integrated urban support though different 

funding instruments. However, the challenge has been to link the contents of the ERDF 

co-financed projects with those co-financed by ESF. ERDF focuses on places, while ESF 

focuses on people. The implemented projects are separated, but they have a 

common goal. For example ERDF and ESF projects can both work towards the cohesion 

of excluded youth, but the projects address different things.  
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• Similarly, In Bizkaia, programme authorities have emphasised that the integrated 

nature of the strategies requires compatibility between Funds, meaning that it is 

necessary to be able to align investments in physical space (ERDF) with investment in 

people (ESF), but in practice this has been very challenging. 

These issues have created difficult choices for programme authorities in setting up SUD project 

pipelines. A basic question is whether SUD strategies include a pre-defined list of strategic 

projects with allocated funds or whether SUD projects are based on competitive calls.  

• Open calls have the advantage of ensuring competitive incentives to develop quality 

proposals and providing flexibility to respond to changing circumstances and needs, 

with programme authorities and urban authorities consulting on calls (e.g. W-M).  

• On the other hand, there are strong arguments for the pre-selection of projects. 

Strategic projects can be identified prior to the launch of programmes or developed 

through processes of negotiation, ensuring the inclusion of certain actor groups in the 

programming process or the coherent targeting of overarching development issues on 

the territory.18 However, in these cases programme authorities have had to ensure that 

projects are informed by strategic rather than redistributive logics.  
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4 PREPARATIONS FOR 2021-27 – EMBEDDING THE URBAN 

DIMENSION? 

4.1 The new policy context 

The growing prominence of the urban dimension in CP has been signposted in a series of 

initiatives introduced in the lead up to the 2021-27 period. This includes broad EU policy 

frameworks, specific EU urban initiatives, and specific CP reforms (see Figure 12).  

Figure 12: The EU urban dimension in 2021-27 

 

Source: EPRC, own elaboration. 

A series of broad EU policy frameworks make clear reference to the importance of the urban 

dimension:  

• The European Green Deal, launched in December 2019, is the EU’s overarching post-

2020 strategy for transition to a competitive, green and circular growth. It recognises 

the importance of stronger partnerships with city governments and urban stakeholders 

as responsible for a large part of EU energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions 

and as locales for climate innovation. 

• The 2016 Pact of Amsterdam launched the European Urban Agenda, consisting of 

partnerships on specific themes (e.g. urban poverty, air quality, housing and migration 

and refugees), each involving voluntary participation of cities, MS, the EC and other 

stakeholders. Attention is paid to improving access to EU funding.  

General EU frameworks

European Green Deal

European Urban Agenda

New Leipzig Charter

New European Bauhaus

Ljubljana Agreement

European Territorial Agenda

EU urban support 
measures

European Urban 
Initiative

URBACT

CP urban dimension

Urban-specific 
objectives in PO2, 

PO5

New definition of 
urban spaces in CPR

ERDF urban 
'earmarking' 

increased to 8%

More flexibility in use 
of territorial 
instruments
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• The New Leipzig Charter,19 adopted in 2020 under the German Presidency, provides a 

key policy framework document for SUD, setting out principles of urban governance, 

thematic dimensions (just, green, productive, digitalised urban areas) and spatial levels 

(neighbourhood, local authority, functional area). The document is strongly aligned 

with the 2021-27 CP framework for SUD. “CP is key to implementing integrated and 

sustainable urban development strategies and place-based approaches for local and 

regional urban projects”.20 

• The New European Bauhaus aims at connecting the European Green Deal to the 

territorial and urban dimension. Based on a participatory approach, it will bring experts, 

institutions or businesses together to build living spaces that are affordable, accessible, 

sustainable and innovative. Financial support will be provided to innovative ideas 

through ad-hoc calls for proposals but also coordinated programmes included in the 

MFF. 

• In November 2021, EU Ministers responsible for Urban Matters adopted the Ljubljana 

Agreement and its Multiannual Working Programme to start of a new phase of the 

Urban Agenda for the EU. It added some new themes for multi-level cooperation, 

introduces some new features for the partnerships, and, notably, highlighted the 

importance of small and medium-sized cities. 

• The Territorial Agenda 2030 provides orientation for strategic spatial planning and calls 

for strengthening the territorial dimension of sector policies at all governance levels. It 

seeks to promote an inclusive and sustainable future for all places and to help achieve 

Sustainable Development Goals in Europe. It defines two overarching objectives, a Just 

Europe and a Green Europe, which have six priorities for developing the European 

territory as a whole, along with all its places. 

Dedicated EU support measures have been introduced for SUD in the new period: 

• The European Urban Initiative (EUI) aims to provide coherent support for cities pursuing 

the EU Urban Agenda. Allocated upon request of MS, support for inter-governmental 

cooperation on urban matters covers all urban areas and has an ERDF budget 

allocation of €400 million. There are three strands: capacity-building (20% of budget); 

support for innovative actions (60% of the budget); and support for knowledge, policy 

development and communication (20% of the budget). 

• The fourth generation of the URBACT programme provides a network for European 

exchange and learning between cities, financed by the EC. In 2021-27, this includes 

building the institutional capacity to implement integrated territorial strategies, directly 

contributing to PO5.  

These initiatives are matched by the introduction of CP reforms or initiatives to strengthen 

support of SUD. 

• The urban dimension is mentioned explicitly at the level of three specific objectives 

within the new architecture of POs (see Box 13). 
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Box 13: Urban specific objectives in CP Policy Objectives, 2021-27 

 

PO 2 - A greener, low-carbon Europe  

(vii)enhancing protection and preservation of nature, biodiversity, and green 

infrastructure, including in urban areas, and reducing all forms of pollution  

(viii) promoting sustainable multimodal urban mobility as part of transition to a net zero 

carbon economy 

PO5 - A Europe closer to citizens (sustainable and integrated development of all types of 

territories and local initiatives)  

(i) fostering the integrated and inclusive social, economic and environmental 

development, culture, natural heritage, sustainable tourism, and security in urban areas. 

Aims to benefit from agglomeration economies and positive spill overs towards wider 

functional urban areas and rural areas close to cities, to address negative effects of 

concentration (traffic congestion, pollution, urban sprawl, affordable housing, poverty etc. 

Source: Regulation (EU) 2021/1058 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 on 

the European Regional Development Fund and on the Cohesion Fund. 

• There is a clearer definition of the urban focus of CP. CPR Annex 1 has a categorisation 

of interventions, potentially targeting: urban neighbourhood, administrative unit of a 

city, town or suburb; functional urban area (i.e. two or more municipalities that are 

combined for the sake of the strategy – e.g. metropolitan areas, twin cities, city 

networks, urban-rural links). 

• The minimum urban earmarking of ERDF has been increased from 5% to 8% at national 

level (Article 11 of ERDF/CF Regulation). This can cover all investments under PO5(i) (per 

definition for strategies targeting urban areas), and all investments under PO1-4 when 

territorial tools (ITI, CLLD) target urban areas. 

• Regulatory reforms have been introduced to facilitate the use of territorial tools (ITI, 

CLLD or equivalent nationally developed territorial instruments) in urban areas. 

Whereas in the 2014-20 period, different sets of rules applied for ITI under SUD (ERDF Art. 

7) and ITIs for other territorial strategies, in 2021-27 a coherent set of minimum 

requirements are in place for all territorial tools defined in the CPR (relating to the 

design and content of territorial strategies and the duties of local/territorial bodies). In 

the new period, there is no need to repeat the designation process if the same body is 

involved and there is no requirement to have an IB for the minimum scope of 

delegated responsibilities. 

4.2 Preparations: advanced but often involving intense work 

Arrangements for implementing SUD in 2021-27 are generally well developed, particularly 

where strong continuity with 2014-20 has allowed IQ-Net programme managers to build on 

experience and where the urban dimension maps on to OP architectures in a relatively 

straightforward way (e.g. AT, DK, W-M). Within this, there is some variation in the stage of 

preparation, reflecting differences in progress with OP drafting, negotiating and finalisation 

across MS and regions, the complexity involved in mapping the urban dimension on to 
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programmes and the extent of continuity or change in the use of specific territorial instruments 

compared to the 2014-20 period. 

Across IQ-Net countries and regions, the increased level of ring-fenced SUD funding is viewed 

positively. While programming is still being finalised, most are planning to exceed this 

allocation, and in some cases significantly.  

Generally, changes in the planned use of specific territorial instruments (ITI, CLLD or other 

similar tool) to support SUD are incremental (Table 9). Some MS will continue not to use them, 

usually due to the limited funding available and administrative complexity (e.g. AT, DK, IE). 

Other countries and regions are building on their experience in 2014-20 to expand their use of 

ITI. As set out in more detail in sections below, this concerns extended thematic scope (e.g. 

PT), spatial coverage (e.g. CZ) and the inclusion of new urban stakeholders (e.g. FI).  

Table 9: Implementing SUD in 2021-27, summary of changes in IQ-Net countries/regions 

Country/ 

region 

Implementation 

method (Article 11) 

Key changes 

AT OP Priority Axis Extended territorial coverage of ERDF ring-fencing (Art. 11) 

CZ SUD-ITI Increased SUD-ITIs (7 to 13). ESF OP Employment+ no longer 

directly engaged in the implementation of SUD-ITIs (but other 

mechanisms of ESF support for SUD are planned) 

DK OP Priority Axis Broadening thematic and territorial coverage: revitalisation of 

town centres alongside ‘green’ growth 

EL SUD-ITI Limited change 

ES OP Priority Axis Limited change 

FI SUD-ITI Expanding coverage of ITI SUD (from 6 to 18 cities) 

HU OP Priority Axis Limited change 

IE OP Priority Axis Increased focus on smaller towns and cities 

NL SUD-ITI Limited change 

PT SUD-ITI ERDF ring-fencing now under ITI rather than Priority Axes, for 

metropolitan areas, urban networks, and (partially) inter-

municipal communities. CLLD no longer implemented in urban 

areas 

Vla SUD-ITI New city-level SUD-ITIs introduced for Antwerp, Ghent, ring-

fenced OP funds for smaller cities 

W-M  SUD-ITI Increasing focus on smaller cities and thematic focus on 

circular economy 

Source: IQ-Net research. 

In a limited number of cases, changes in the use of territorial instruments have been more 

significant. 

• In Portugal, ERDF ring-fencing will now be covered through SUD-ITIs in metropolitan areas 

and urban networks rather than by municipalities through Priority Axes in ROPs. In addition, 

ITIs of the inter-municipal communities are expected to partly contribute to the SUD ring-

fencing. CLLD will no longer be implemented in urban areas, only ITI will be used. These 
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CLLDs addressed social exclusion issues but their launch was delayed and implementation 

has been slow. The process of selecting LAGs and developing strategies was complex and 

coordination between LAGs as IBs and MAs was challenging. Developing a coherent 

approach to social inclusion across SUD, ITIs, urban CLLDs, mainstream OP funding (both 

ERDF and ESF) and domestic instruments was complicated.  

• In Vlaanderen, city-level ITIs are being launched for the first time and mainstream OP 

funding is being ring-fenced for smaller cities (see Box 14). 

Box 14: New urban ITIs and funding envelopes for regional cities in Vlaanderen, 2021-27 

The Flemish government is introducing the ITI model to increase the prominence of 

city priorities in the 2021-27 programme. In 2014-20, 3 ITIs were implemented at 

provincial level but Article 7 funding (available to Antwerp and Ghent) was 

delivered via a separate priority. An evaluation of the SUD Priority Axis in the 2014-20 

programme highlighted the value of coordination and co-production between central and 

local stakeholders, contributing to the relevance and coherence of investments and their 

embedding in the urban fabric. This informed the decision to give the cities of Antwerp and 

Ghent each their own SUD-ITI.  

In addition to the ITIs with the two large cities, both the Flemish government and the EU have 

recommended to increase the role of regional cities. This has led to the earmarking 10% of 

regular programme resources to 11 smaller cities.  

The MA will provide support with the different way of working and the different types of 

projects that may be attracted in 2021-27. The ITI may create some initial issues to solve for 

(large) cities themselves, even though it supports the (common denominators of) the urban 

strategies already in place. The planned ITI structure (two cities, three provinces) means that 

over half of the new OP will be implemented through the ITI structures 

Source: IQ-Net research. 

For several IQ-Net programme managers, preparations have been intense, especially where 

relatively complex programme architectures are drawn on in addressing the urban dimension, 

where new partnerships or networks are being included, where new types of operation are 

being supported or where clarifications on EC eligibility requirements have been needed. 

• In Czechia, SUD ITIs will continue to be supported by multiple programmes. ITI urban 

stakeholders have been preparing, in consultation with programme authorities, so called 

programmes' frameworks which are practical plans setting out how their strategy will be 

supported through different OPs. This includes detailed planning of projects that are 

strategic, integrated and at a sufficient level of preparation to ensure smooth 

implementation in the SUD CP framework. 

• In Finland, preparations have focused on the expanding coverage of the ITI SUD from six 

to 18 cities and the development of so-called Ecosystem Agreements (the capital cities – 

Helsinki, Vantaa and Espoo – are included under one Ecosystem Agreement rather than 

having their separate agreements) which will form the basis of strategies. These are close 

cooperation networks for innovation actions between the State, city authorities, 

businesses, universities and other actors. The process has been supported through national 

pre-funding.  

• Preparations by programme authorities have required clarifications on how the new 

regulatory framework and architecture of POs can best be used for investment in SUD. In 
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Portugal, plans to include 21 SUD-ITIs for Inter-Municipal Communities in ERDF earmarking 

under the new Article 11 have been the subject of discussions with the EC. In Ireland, there 

have been questions related to the scope of ERDF investment targeting private sector 

beneficiaries in town centre development under PO5. 

4.3 Territorial coverage: identifying functional spaces 

Adaptation of the spatial coverage of the urban dimension is evident among some IQ-Net 

programmes in preparation for the new period. A common objective is strengthening the 

coverage of functional areas. SUD strategies are increasingly adopting a logic that treats 

urban areas as part of different functional spaces, delineating territories through assessment 

of practical linkages and flows of resources and people across space and taking into account 

policy issues and socio-economic interactions that cut across administrative boundaries. This 

looks to strengthen the role of urban areas in broader regional development.  

Some IQ-Net programmes are strengthening their focus on city regions, or metropolitan areas 

– larger constellations of cities and towns that constitute a functional economy. SUD strategies 

and instruments are aiming to maximise the productivity and growth potential in major cities 

and their hinterlands. 

• In Austria, city-regional linkages have become a prominent issue over the past decade 

and SUD in 2021-27 will reinforce its focus on functional urban areas based on 

metropolitan areas. In addition to Vienna and Upper Austria, measures in Styria and 

Carinthia will fall under Art. 11. Carinthia will focus on its metropolitan area around the 

two cities of Klagenfurt and Villach. Upper Austria is also likely develop additional city-

regional strategies. 

• In Portugal, revision of the National Spatial Planning Programme has informed the 

spatial coverage of CP-funded SUD, with a stronger emphasis on functional urban 

areas. A network of 26 ‘regional urban centres’ and the two Metropolitan Areas of 

Lisbon and Porto are defined as urban centres ‘structuring the organisation of the 

territory’. The aim is to delineate transversal and place-specific functional linkages 

across different urban territories. Article 11 SUD funding will include ITIs for the Urban 

Centres and the two Metropolitan Areas. 

In Czechia, the territorial scope of agglomeration and metropolitan areas covered by 

SUD-ITI strategies has been redefined by the Ministry of Regional Development on the 

basis of uniform principles (see The targeting of functional areas for SUD support also covers 

so-called ‘second order’ or medium-sized towns outside of large urban agglomerations that 

have important roles in supporting territorially balanced development. 

 

• Box 15). 

The targeting of functional areas for SUD support also covers so-called ‘second order’ or 

medium-sized towns outside of large urban agglomerations that have important roles in 

supporting territorially balanced development. 
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Box 15: Delimitation of territories targeted by urban measures in Czechia, 2021-27  

In Czechia, the territorial scope of agglomeration and metropolitan areas covered 

by SUD-ITI strategies has been redefined by the Ministry of Regional Development on 

the basis of uniform principles (see map below). For 2021-27, the Ministry developed 

a specific methodology, combining several methods and sources of data to capture 

spatial relationships in metropolitan areas: 

• assessment of the intensity and concentration of contacts within the integrated 

systems of centres defined on the basis of current mobile network operator data 

(2019);  

• assessment of the share of the population integrated within the daily activity systems 

and the average time spent in the core cities of metropolitan areas, again on the 

basis of mobile network operator data (2019); and 

• an assessment of the dynamics of residential suburbanization based on long-term 

statistics implemented by residential construction and directional migration from the 

cores of metropolitan areas to suburban municipalities (2009-16). 

Delimitation of metropolitan areas and agglomerations for SUD-ITI in Czechia, 2021-27 

 
 

Source: Czech Ministry of Regional Development (2020) Experience with ITI / FUA delimitation in the 

Czech Republic - finding the optimal territorial scale for strategic coverage, presentation, Delft, 

20/2/2020. 

• In Finland, rather than focusing on the six largest cities, as in 2014-20, the new ITI will 

cover the capital region and all university cities (in total 18 cities). The aim is to broaden 

the network, foster close cooperation with other cities which are facing similar 

challenges and develop wider perspectives and opportunities. 

• In Czechia, the aforementioned methodology to delimiting metropolitan areas means 

that some so-called secondary cities will now have ITIs, increasing the number of 

strategies from seven to 13. 
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• In Denmark, an important change compared to the previous programme is that 

smaller towns will be eligible for projects under ERDF Article 11. Instead of the focus on 

urban areas with more than 30,000 citizens in 2014-20, in 2021-27 support will target 

towns with between 4,000 and 20,000 inhabitants. This change increases the pool for 

potential applications which should make it easier to absorb the SUD budget. 

• In Vlaanderen, eleven smaller regional cities will now have access to an earmarked 

10% of the regular programme, outside of Article 11. This is different from the 2014-20 

OP, when only the two main cities received funding through their own SUD Priority Axis 

4. 

• In Greece, although the eligibility threshold for accessing Article 11 funding has been 

set at 50,000 inhabitants, exceptions are being made in cases of smaller cities that were 

regional capitals prior to administrative reforms in 2010.  

• In Portugal, 21 ITIs for Inter-Municipal Communities, expected to partially contribute to 

Article 11, focus, above all, on the articulation of urban centres with their surrounding 

areas (urban/rural connection, namely in the provision of Services of General Interest). 

• In Ireland, Regional Growth Centres designated in the national planning framework will 

be targeted in the new programme period. However, there will be increased focus on 

smaller towns outside of these centres that require support in order to strengthen 

territorial cohesion. 

• In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, ITIs will be directed not only to the main urban centres but will 

include medium-sized towns and cities at risk of losing their socio-economic functions. 
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4.4 Thematic orientation: evolution rather than revolution 

Incremental change is underway in the thematic orientation of CP support for the urban 

dimension among IQ-Net countries and regions between 2014-20 and 2021-27. In most cases, 

programmes see strong continuity in terms of the basic needs and potentials addressed.  

Nevertheless, the thematic focus of urban support is in some contexts being narrowed, in order 

to target investment on a limited number of strategic priorities and also the need to meet 

thematic concentration requirements. This sometimes includes decreased emphasis on 

priorities related to social inclusion due to the administrative challenges experienced in 

implementing such measures in territorial strategies in the 2014-20 period. 

• In Greece, evaluation of ITI-SUD in the 2014-20 programme period has emphasised 

support for the smart city agenda, green transition and social cohesion. Within this, 

interventions in strategies will focus on a limited number of specific objectives to fill 

key gaps in urban development and ensure the sustainability of interventions. 

• In Czechia, the ESF OP Employment+ will not be used as direct support of the urban 

dimension via ITIs due to the perceived high administrative burden associated with 

the ITI instrument. In addition, for the new ERDF IROP2 some cities have found that 

themes such as social housing, integration and social inclusion are challenging to 

address through the SUD-ITI model and thus these topics will now be funded 

predominantly via individual projects in OPs. 

• In Vlaanderen, support for the urban dimension will be more focused and in line 

with the rest of the 2021-27 programme, with projects being eligible under the same 

investment priorities and specific objectives (unlike the dedicated SUD priority in 

2014-20). The MA anticipates that the programme will accommodate the priorities 

of the SUD-ITIs. However, with a focus on PO1 and PO2, cities may be less likely to 

use ERDF support for smaller socially-oriented projects. 

In other instances, thematic coverage of support for SUD is expanding. This has been prompted 

by the reorganisation of ITI governance and spatial coverage, the increased capacity of 

‘bottom up’ dynamics to inform ‘place specific’ strategies and also responses to urban 

challenges that have become particularly pressing (e.g. related to the pandemic). 

• In Portugal, the range of themes covered in SUD strategies is broadening. In 2014-

20, Art. 7 investment focused on municipal-level strategies targeting urban 

regeneration, sustainable urban mobility and social deprivation. For 2021-27, Art. 11 

funding will be based on strategies covering larger metropolitan areas and urban 

networks, incorporating a broader range of themes: low-carbon economy, risk 

prevention and management, environment protection, climate change 

adaptation; local public administration modernisation; employment promotion; 

social inclusion. 

• In Denmark, green sustainability will remain the key theme for the SUD priority axis 

in the ERDF OP (supporting the European Bauhaus, climate adaptation, 

biodiversity, and circular economy). However, it will now also be possible to support 

infrastructure, competence development, and more comprehensive urban 

strategies, in relation to an upcoming domestic initiative to revitalize town centres.  
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• Similarly, in Ireland, programme authorities are considering how CP support under 

SUD can address issues of town centre dereliction and vacancy, responding in part 

to the impact of COVID-19. 

• In Czechia, it is envisaged that the financial allocation dedicated to particular SUD 

topics in the IROP2 will evolve compared to 2014-20 as cities are proposing themes 

that were not previously prioritised but are perceived to be key in their own contexts 

(e.g. e-government). Support for tourism and cultural heritage will be newly eligible 

for ITI support, addressing in particular the impact of the pandemic. 

Variation across IQ-Net programmes in the thematic orientation is illustrated when the issues to 

be prioritised are mapped against the new CP architecture of five Policy Objectives (see Table 

10). Figure 13 illustrates how the focus lies mainly on PO1 and PO2, with a mixed picture with 

regard to PO5, and provides examples of the main envisaged types of interventions. 

Table 10: Planned urban dimension under different POs in IQ-Net programmes, 2021-27 

County/region PO1 PO2 PO3 PO4 PO5 

Austria     X 

Czechia (IROP2) X    X X  

Denmark     X 

Finland X X    

Greece X X X  X 

Ireland  X   X 

Netherlands  X   X 

Portugal X X   X 

Spain X X    

Vlaanderen X X    

Warmińsko-Mazurskie  X  X X 

Source: IQ-Net research  
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Figure 13: Policy Objectives addressed in the context of SUD in 2021-27 

 

Source: IQ-Net research 

4.4.1  PO1: A more competitive and smarter Europe 

CP-funded SUD strategies are frequently framed around the heading of competitiveness and 

innovation. In several countries, this is building on Smart Specialisation Strategies, aiming to 

strengthen cooperation between the private sector and research communities to stimulate 

growth and tackle societal problems (energy care, transport, health care or social care). The 

‘Smart City’ agenda also highlights the innovative potential of urban areas with increasing 

focus on utilising digitalisation and technology to support more equitable development. 

• In Portugal, SUD strategies will place increased emphasis on urban competitiveness, 

specialisation and internationalisation, related to the inclusion of metropolitan areas 

and urban networks in ITI structures in 2021-27. 

• In Vlaanderen, as noted above, the SUD priority in the OP 2014-20 will be replaced by 

the urban ITI model, which will target Smart (PO1) and Green (PO2) projects. PO1 in the 

programme is named “Smart Vlaanderen” and will support innovation capacity, 

digitalisation and skills in line with the 2014-20 priorities of Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship and with the new generation of Smart Specialisation Strategies. 

• In Greece, the Digital Transformation OP will include SUD measures under the ‘Smart 

City’ agenda. 

• In the Czech IROP2, SUD-ITI strategies will support digitization for citizens, businesses, 

research organizations and public authorities. Some activities will be related to 

information systems and information technologies in the territory of metropolitan areas 

and agglomerations. 
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• In Finland, the new SUD-ITI strategy will incorporate Ecosystem Agreements that focus 

on innovation led growth (see Box 16). 

Box 16: Finland SUD-ITI strategy in 2021-27 

Finland will have one ITI strategy which incorporates 15 Ecosystem Agreements (the 

capital cities – Helsinki, Vantaa and Espoo – are included under one Ecosystem 

Agreement rather than having their separate agreements). These are innovation 

agreements between the State and individual cities that set out the key development 

priorities and needs for innovation-led growth and renewal (see below).  

The agreements are intended to develop ecosystems as close cooperation networks for 

innovation actions, enabling the gathering of research and related networks into larger 

knowledge hubs where different actors complement each other. One commonality for each 

participating city is that their development is based on university-led expertise. 

Ecosystem Agreements will also play integral role in the implementation of the objectives of 

other national instruments under preparation, namely the National Roadmap for Research 

and Innovation and the Export and International Growth Programme. 

Lappeenranta incl. Imatra: Green 

electrification 

Jyväskylä: Physical activity, health 

promotion and wellbeing, and renewing 

industry 

Kuopio: Health and wellbeing technology, 

and water expertise 

Vaasa: Sustainable and smart energy 

systems 

Turku: Renewing industry and life sciences Tampere: Sustainable industry X (SIX), 

buildings, energy and infrastructure, and 

digital health solutions 

Helsinki, Espoo and Vantaa: Smart and 

sustainable urban solutions, wellbeing and 

health technology, new learning 

environments and digital solutions of skills 

development 

Seinäjoki: Sustainable regeneration of the 

food ecosystem and intelligent regeneration 

of industry 

Oulu: Digitalisation in the changing urban 

environment, OuluHealth – Digital wellbeing 

and health solutions, and sustainable circular 

economy and clean solutions 

Mikkeli: Circular economy of municipal 

water system 

Joensuu: New business in the bioeconomy 

and circular economy, and photonics 

business 

Pori: Technology metals and circular 

economy, and automation and robotics 

Lahti: Carbon-neutral circular economy and 

sports business 

Kokkola: Battery chemistry, and circular 

economy and intelligent solutions supporting 

industry 

Kajaani incl. Sotkamo: Measurement 

technology and high-performance 

computing, artificial intelligence and data 

centres 

Rovaniemi: Arctic tourism, and wellbeing 

services of future and management of 

distances 

 

Source: Finnish Ministry of Economic and Employment Affairs (2022) Boost from EU funding for urban 

innovation agreements and area innovation networks, https://tem.fi/en/-/boost-from-eu-funding-for-

urban-innovation-agreements-and-area-innovation-networks (accessed 7 June 2022). 

 

https://tem.fi/en/-/boost-from-eu-funding-for-urban-innovation-agreements-and-area-innovation-networks
https://tem.fi/en/-/boost-from-eu-funding-for-urban-innovation-agreements-and-area-innovation-networks
https://tem.fi/en/-/boost-from-eu-funding-for-urban-innovation-agreements-and-area-innovation-networks
https://tem.fi/en/-/boost-from-eu-funding-for-urban-innovation-agreements-and-area-innovation-networks
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4.4.2  PO2: Greener, low‑carbon transitioning towards a net zero economy 

Sustainable development and climate change remain prominent themes in CP-funded SUD, 

in keeping with the emphasis placed on sustainable transition under the Green Deal, the 

Leipzig Charter and other EU frameworks. Indeed, PO2 has two of the three specific policy 

objectives with an explicit urban dimension and several IQ-Net programmes are pursuing goals 

of energy efficiency (Biz, FI, NL, Vla), water management (W-M), climate change adaptation 

(e.g. FI, NL, Vla), green infrastructure/nature protection (CZ, PT), circular economy (FI, NL, W-

M), sustainable urban mobility (IE, PT, Vla). For example: 

• In the Czech IROP2, SUD-ITI projects will support nature protection and conservation, 

biological diversity and green infrastructure in urban areas. 

• In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, PO2 will be a major focus of SUD-ITI strategies. This will include 

promoting energy efficiency and reducing greenhouse gas emissions; supporting 

access to water and sustainable water management and supporting sustainable 

multimodal urban mobility. A new emphasis will be placed on support to the circular 

economy and waste management.  

• In Finland, ITI measures implemented under PO2 will include support for energy 

efficiency, adjusting to climate change and risk management and the circular 

economy. 

• In the Netherlands, around 40% of SUD-ITI funding is planned for PO2, supporting 

renewable energy measures, smart energy systems and the circular economy.  

• In Vlaanderen, SUD-ITI funding will be concentrated on PO1 and PO2. For PO2, this will 

focus on energy efficiency, renewable energy, climate adaptation, and sustainable 

urban mobility.  

• In Portugal, the changing spatial coverage and governance arrangements for SUD-ITI 

in 2021-27 has prompted thematic expansion under PO2 headings (see Box 17). 
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Box 17: Thematic orientation of SUD-ITIs under PO2 in Portugal in 2021-27 

In Portugal, the inclusion of larger regional urban centres and metropolitan areas in 

SUD-ITI strategies has informed thematic reorientation and expansion. This includes 

a significant focus on decarbonisation processes, particularly in terms of sustainable 

urban mobility (see below). 

Thematic priorities of ITI Urban Centres and Metropolitan Areas, 2021-27 
ITI Regional Urban Centres: PO1, PO2, PO5 ITI Metropolitan Areas: PO2, PO5 

Reinforcing Urban Centres and enhance their 

urban subsystems  

structuring and provision of Services of General 

Interest 

urban competitiveness and internationalisation; urban regeneration 

intermodal urban mobility decarbonisation and energy efficiency 

strategies 

decarbonisation strategies transport and sustainable urban mobility 

specialisation and competitiveness urban competitiveness and integration into 

international networks 

urban regeneration specialisation (e.g. digitalisation, circular 

economy and waste) 

 environmental and climate dimension 
 

Source: Based on draft Portugal Partnership Agreement (November 2021). 

4.4.3  PO3: A more connected Europe by enhancing mobility 

Compared to PO1 and PO2, there is less focus on PO3 among IQ-Net programmes. 

Nevertheless, specific objectives of enhancing sustainable, climate resilient, intelligent and 

intermodal national, regional and local mobility, including improved access to TEN-T and cross-

border mobility will be supported by SUD strategies in some cases. 

• In Czechia, the IROP2 will concentrate a substantial share of SUD funding on PO3. Priory 

Axis 2 of the programme will promote sustainable multimodal mobility, including 

investment in low - emission and non - emission vehicles as part of the transition to a 

carbon-neutral economy.  

• In Greece, SUD will include multi-modal, sustainable urban mobility measures, largely 

related to metro construction projects, covered by PO3 (and PO2). 

4.4.4  PO4: A more social and inclusive Europe 

As noted above, some programme authorities are reducing the focus on socially-oriented 

measures in their SUD plans for 2021-27 as a result of administrative challenges and the need 

to meet the requirements of thematic concentration. Nevertheless, elsewhere SUD is 

incorporating measures covered by PO4, including in response to the pandemic and conflict 

in the Ukraine.  

• In Czechia, although the ESF OP will no longer support SUD-ITI strategies, there will be 

another mechanism to support urban needs with ESF+. The ERDF IROP2 will include a 

priority dedicated to improving the quality and accessibility of social and health 

services and educational infrastructure and development, to which SUD-ITI strategies 

will contribute. This includes investment in tourism and cultural heritage, responding in 

particular to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on urban economies. 
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• SUD-ITI in Warmińsko-Mazurskie will also provide support under PO4 in order to improve 

equal access to high-quality education, training, lifelong learning and other social 

services and supporting the social integration of deprived or vulnerable groups. Some 

of this will involve new administrative challenges for programme authorities and urban 

authorities, particularly in providing support for the integration of migrants and refugees 

(in the context of the conflict in Ukraine). 

4.4.5  PO5: Europe closer to citizens  

In terms of thematic orientation, it is important to underline the significance of PO5. This is 

included as a cross-cutting territorial PO where integrated urban approaches can be 

supported. It gives scope to set out diverse and interlinked urban priorities, identified in a 

‘bottom-up’ process through integrated strategies, local empowerment and partnership using 

CLLD, ITI, or other territorial tools. IQ-Net programmes are responding to the opportunities 

offered by PO5 in different ways (see Figure 14). 

Figure 14: Arrangements for incorporating the urban dimension in PO5  

 

Source: Goelen W (2019) PO5 Europe closer to citizens Programming integrated territorial development 

in 2021-2027.  

 

Some IQ-Net programmes are planning to support SUD in the new period exclusively under 

PO5. This is particularly the case where the focus is on strengthening the integration of projects 

in a closely defined urban area and where coordination with sectoral policies is prioritised. A 

country/region with high thematic concentration and/or small amount might decide to 

concentrate support on a limited number of locally relevant themes identified in an integrated 

urban/territorial strategy.  

 

• In Austria, urban measures under Art. 11 measures will be implemented under PO5. In 

addition to Vienna and Upper Austria, also the existing urban measures in Styria will fall 

under Art. 11, as well as new urban measures in Carinthia. These will be gathered in one 

Priority Axis. 

 

 

Support only through P   Support through P   and other P s Support outside P  
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• In Denmark, the urban dimension in the new ERDF programme will have its own Priority 

Axis under PO5, called ‘Vibrant and sustainable city centres’. This will maintain a strong 

‘green’ element but a new component introduced in the priority will focus on making 

city centres more attractive by supporting physical renewal and facilities with a view 

to stimulate private investment.  

Elsewhere, support for the urban dimension will be provided through PO5 and other POs. This is 

happening where SUD strategies will have substantial support from CP or in cases where the 

emphasis is on providing support through multiple strands, combining different policy 

objectives, programmes and funds.  

• In Portugal, the urban dimension is being supported under several POs, with 

interventions based on territorial instruments, within the scope of ITI (see Table 11). 

Table 11: The urban dimension under different POs in Portugal 

PO Description (and planned implementing model)  

1 Urban competitiveness and internationalisation (ITI Urban Centres, ITI Metropolitan Areas) 

Specialisation and competitiveness (ITI Urban Centres, ITI Metropolitan Areas) 

2 Environmental and climate dimension (ITI Metropolitan Areas); climate change (ITI Inter-

Municipal Communities) 

Decarbonisation and energy efficiency strategies (ITI Urban Centres, ITI Metropolitan Areas) 

Transport and sustainable urban mobility (ITI Metropolitan Areas) 

Circular economy and waste (ITI Metropolitan Areas) 

3 - 

4 Social inclusion in urban areas (Urban Partnerships for Cohesion)  

5  Through financial programming of eligibility of OPs in PO 5, involving ITI Urban Centres, ITI 

Metropolitan Areas, ITI Inter-Municipal Communities and Urban Partnerships for Cohesion 

Source: Draft Portugal PA, November 2021, https://portugal2030.pt/wp-

content/uploads/2021/11/20211115-APPortugal2030-draft_vs-Consulta.docx.pdf (accessed 7 June 

2020) 

• In the case of the Netherlands West OP, around 60% of funding under the urban 

dimension will be allocated to PO5. The Rotterdam SUD ITI targets deprived areas in 

south Rotterdam and will continue bring ERDF and ESF projects together. The former will 

support firms and schools with new collaboration approaches to fill the gap between 

labour market demand and supply while the latter provides appropriate training, 

advice and social support. The rest of the urban spending will be allocated under PO2 

for the energy transition. 

• In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, the urban dimension will be supported under PO2 and PO4 

but in addition ITI strategies will be implemented under PO5 with particular emphasis 

on and preferences for areas of strategic intervention (ASI) indicated in the Warmińsko-

Mazurskie 2030 strategy. This includes cities losing their socio-economic functions and 

marginalised urban areas. 

Some IQ-Net programmes are not taking up the opportunity to allocate SUD funding under 

PO5. This is the case, for instance where the decision has been taken to concentrate support 

on a limited number of locally relevant themes (e.g. FI) or in cases where thematic 

concentration requirements would result in only limited allocations. 

https://portugal2030.pt/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/20211115-APPortugal2030-draft_vs-Consulta.docx.pdf
https://portugal2030.pt/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/20211115-APPortugal2030-draft_vs-Consulta.docx.pdf
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• In Czechia, the use of PO5 was initially considered for SUD but has not been pursued as 

the requirements for thematic concentration made it difficult to dedicate substantial 

financial allocation to PO5.  

• In Vlaanderen, the new programme will not include PO5, with the idea that the 

relatively small budget should be concentrated on two priorities (POs 1 and 2). At the 

same time, the thematic interests of the cities (incl. the regional cities) fit well under the 

chosen policy objectives and they are regarded broad enough (incl. the Specific 

Objectives) for these cities to accommodate projects. 

• It should be noted that some MS are using PO5 to support CLLD but not covering urban 

areas. Urban actors and city leaders often do not have an adequate understanding 

of CLLD and how/whether it fits in with other schemes offered by the EC for the new 

period, such as ITIs (and in the case of social inclusion, whether it is compatible with the 

prevalent target group/sector). 

4.5 Governance arrangements: coordination and capacity-

building 

In preparation for implementing SUD in 2021-27, IQ-Net programme managers are balancing 

the potentials offered by delegated or decentralised governance for increasing the 

governance role of urban stakeholders and the risks of fragmentation and administrative 

complexity. Common themes are the pursuit of administrative simplification and the 

development of coordination mechanisms, both vertical and horizontal, to strengthen 

strategic coherence and capacity at the local level.  

Reforms introduced for the new period have facilitated rationalisation of their SUD governance 

models in some MS. There is no longer compulsory designation of IB status where the minimum 

scope of responsibilities is delegated to urban authorities. This has allowed more flexibility and 

increased the scope to reduce the administrative and bureaucratic burden for programme 

authorities and urban authorities.  

• In Czechia, administrative simplification and strategic effectiveness is being pursued by 

no longer having ITI IBs at city level. This removes inefficiencies resulting from having 

two processes of ITI project assessment at IB and MA levels. ITI steering committees, 

made up of urban stakeholders from across the territory covered by the strategy, will 

now declare whether particular projects are in accordance with their strategy but 

programme authorities will conduct formal appraisal processes. 

• In Portugal, removing the need to have individual municipalities as IBs is supporting a 

more coherent and integrated governance model for functional urban areas. This is 

important in issues of collective interest such as transport and decarbonisation 

strategies as metropolitan authorities have important competences in these fields. 

Elsewhere, SUD architectures in 2021-27 are emphasising vertical and horizontal coordination, 

accompanied by capacity building initiatives.  
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• In Finland, there will be no longer be a joint management group for the SUD-ITI. Instead, 

each of the 18 cities will have its own body to decide on projects for approval by 

programme authorities at Regional Council level. The Finnish government allocated €5 

million in national regional development funding to urban areas for the launch of the 

ecosystem agreements on which the ITI is based. One national-level body, comprising 

key innovation actors, will coordinate the agreements and align the ITI with national 

innovation policies. It will have thematic sub-groups, facilitating coordination of 

measures under specific headings. 

• In Vlaanderen, as noted above, evaluation of the SUD Priority Axis in the 2014-20 

programme identified the value of coordination and co-production between central 

and urban stakeholders, informing the decision to give the cities of Antwerp and Ghent 

each their own SUD-ITI in the new period and to earmark 10% of OP funding to 11 

smaller cities. The MA is providing support to urban authorities in shifting to the new 

model for implementing the urban dimension.  

• In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, decentralisation of decision-making responsibilities to 

regional and local levels is perceived to be key to strengthening the urban dimension. 

In the new period, coordination between cities and regional MAs is being supported 

by territorial agreements. These are new instruments in Polish regional development 

policy intended primarily for development activities at local level, identifying strategic, 

integrated projects at supra-local level that can be funded from ITI and other sources. 

An increasingly important aspect of SUD governance in 2021-27 is the extent of civic 

participation. Through PO5, the EU has made explicit commitments to incentivise closer 

engagement of citizens in CP design and delivery. Several IQ-Net programme managers 

recognise that the localised, place-specific focus of the urban dimension makes it more visible 

‘on the ground’ and more likely to incentivise civic engagement. 

• In Vlaanderen, experience in 2014-20 has indicated that SUD-projects tend to have 

more citizen engagement and participative ways of working (e.g. active exchanges 

with local groups, creating societal acceptance) than other parts of the programme. 

• In Czechia, citizens are actively engaged in the preparation of SUD-ITI strategies, 

sometimes proposing very local project ideas and urban projects have often received 

additional publicity beyond the compulsory communication requirements. 

• Portugal is planning the use of urban ‘Partnerships for Cohesion’ under PO5. These will 

be funded outside of Article 11 but will look to strengthen engagement with local 

actors. The draft PA foresees possible involvement of CLLD-type LAGs to mobilise local 

actors in the urban context, particularly in innovative responses to social issues. 

Nevertheless, the challenges involved in strengthening civic engagement in the urban 

dimension are recognised by programme managers. This refers particularly to lack of 

awareness of the potential of instrument such as CLLD in urban contexts, capacity limitations 

in local civic groups and reluctance to delegate responsibilities below the city level.21  

The European Urban Initiative (EUI) has a potentially important role in strengthening SUD 

governance through capacity-building, support for innovative actions and support for 

knowledge, policy development and communication. Although in several cases it is still early 

in the programming process to have concrete plans to draw on these resources, IQ-Net 
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programmes have identified areas where support would be of significant potential (see Box 

18). 

Box 18: European Urban Initiative: challenges and potentials in 2021-27 

 

The EUI has a potentially crucial role in capacity-building for SUD design and delivery in 

2021-27, particularly where new urban stakeholders with limited experience and capacity 

are playing more prominent roles. A challenge will be moving beyond those partners 

already familiar with this type of support to raise awareness of opportunities. In this context, 

IQ-Net programme managers identified particularly valuable types of support:  

• Exchange of experience and best practice through city networks and ‘twinning’ type 

initiatives across the EU but also within MS (W-M). 

• Capacity-building and incentives supporting development of strategic leadership at 

local level (CZ). 

• ‘UIA-type’ initiatives that focus on the testing the design and implementation of 

innovative projects (FI). 

Source: IQ-Net research. 
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5 CONCLUSIONS AND ISSUES FOR DISCUSSION 

Urban areas are the locus of some of Europe’s most persistent economic, social and 

environmental problems but also a key source of innovative policy solutions. The intensity and 

complexity of challenges facing these areas will be more pressing in the future and finding 

innovative, ‘joined up’ solutions will require urban areas to scale up capacity and cooperation. 

In principle, CP investment has an important role to play in this through its territorial focus, multi-

level governance model, partnership and subsidiarity principles and capacity-building 

potential.  

Cohesion Policy has evolved over programme periods to mainstream the urban dimension in 

programmes, in parallel with the increasing prominence of the EU’s urban agenda. Particularly 

since 2014, ‘ring-fenced’ funding, coordinated policy governance initiatives and integrated 

strategies have set a framework to articulate CP investment in urban areas as drivers of 

sustainable development.  

However, it remains challenging for Cohesion Policy to address urban issues. Patterns of urban 

development and processes of urbanisation are territorially differentiated, creating complex 

mixes of development opportunities and challenges not just between but within countries. 

Moreover, there is significant variation in the domestic institutional and policy settings within 

which CP support for SUD is implemented. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify broad trends 

and issues emerging in CP support for SUD. 

Important changes are underway in the spatial targeting of Cohesion Policy investment in 

urban measures, involving a more nuanced and place-based understanding of functional 

relationships. Traditional ‘parcelling’ of CP investment to individual urban authorities is 

increasingly seen as inadequate for measures trying to capture complex and constantly 

evolving flows of people and resources across territories. On the one hand, city regions or 

metropolitan areas – larger constellations of cities and towns that constitute a functional 

economy – are receiving increasing CP attention in order to maximise this productivity and 

growth potential in major cities and their hinterlands. However, there are still political and 

technical challenges in delineating the metropolitan area to be covered and the 

municipalities to be included in SUD strategies, particularly where no domestic administrative 

structure is in place. On the other hand, there is increasing focus on CP support for small or 

medium-sized towns and cities as crucial ‘anchors’ of territorial cohesion, particularly in less 

developed or peripheral regions. The challenge here is to ensure that urban authorities have 

the tools, jurisdiction and funding that would allow them to play a more active role in designing 

and delivering strategies.  

The value of pursuing a ‘place-based’ strategy that identifies the specific needs of urban areas 

is appreciated by programme and urban authorities, as is the opportunity to address complex, 

interrelated needs in an integrated manner. Within this, mainstreaming the CP urban dimension 

is contributing to processes of strategic reorientation. CP recognises that urban authorities are 
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responsible for implementing the majority of measures for climate adaptation, biodiversity, 

circular economy etc. This is reflected in emerging SUD strategies and the urban-specific 

objectives in CP Policy Objective 2 for 2021-27. Nevertheless, difficult strategic choices are 

being made. There are challenges in ensuring complementarities or synergies between 

programmes, SUD strategies and other EU or domestic frameworks with varying development 

agendas. For instance, pursuing green transition may be challenging where basic urban 

infrastructure investment remains an urgent priority. In principle, more attention is also being 

paid in SUD strategies to priorities related to social inclusion, wellbeing and fairness in the 

context of rising inequalities within urban areas. However, in this context it is notable that some 

urban authorities have experienced difficulties integrating themes such as social housing and 

social inclusion through the SUD-ITI model. Differences between ERDF and ESF in terms of 

regulations, governance arrangements and target beneficiaries have contributed to this. 

Moreover, the CP principle of thematic concentration, implemented in the current period, will 

continue to require that MS focus CP spending on issues considered to have high added value. 

Under this, the majority of ERDF would be concentrated on innovation (PO1) and the low-

carbon economy (PO2). In some cases, this could constrain the integration of key themes in 

some SUD strategies.  

The incentives the CP urban dimension offers to urban authorities in moving from ‘policy takers’ 

to ‘policy makers’ are evident. In 2014-20, investments under Art. 7 ERDF prompted the 

strengthening of existing CP governance structures at the local level or the creation of new 

organisations (secretariats, associations of local authorities, steering groups etc.) to design and 

implement SUD. In some cases, a more participatory and cooperative culture, for instance 

between core city municipalities and surrounding areas, has overcome traditional 

fragmentation and rivalry in accessing CP. SUD has also been a source of innovation in 

implementation processes. Beneficiary municipalities have been challenged to develop and 

approve strategic projects that group objectives impacting on several of them at once. 

However, it is important to note that capacity issues at programme and local levels continue 

to impede efforts to fully exploit these opportunities. Developing urban strategies and strategic 

projects takes time and effort and can create absorption pressures. Participating in CP 

monitoring and control systems creates administrative challenges that have been a 

disincentive for participation, especially for smaller, less-experienced urban stakeholders. 

Reforms introduced for the new period have facilitated some rationalisation of SUD 

governance models. However, it is important to explore the implications of this in terms of the 

active ‘steering’ of SUD strategies by urban authorities and assess the role of EU-level measures, 

including the EUI, in boosting local capacities.  

A related issue is the potential offered by SUD for more actively involving citizens in governance 

of EU funding. The potential of such locally visible, place-based initiatives in mobilising 

engagement from citizens and communities has been highlighted in 2014-20 and is underlined 

in the new Policy Objective 5. However, lack of awareness of these potentials, perceptions of 

the associated administrative challenges and potential duplication with other funding sources 
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mean that there have also been challenges in mobilising communities and citizens (evidenced 

in the limited implementation of CLLD in urban areas). 

 verall, there is a growing consensus that ‘place-based’ policies have a crucial role to play in 

addressing complex socio-inequalities and in engaging citizens in CP. SUD is a prominent 

example of this approach. It incentivises tailored, integrated responses to multi-faceted urban 

problems. It also brings EU investment closer to the people by giving urban authorities and their 

local partners a more prominent role and stake in the process. The uptake of SUD funding in 

the 2014-20 period demonstrates the commitment of urban stakeholders to play such a role 

and emerging studies demonstrate the benefits this offers. As the new generation of 

programmes and SUD strategies is launched, it is arguable that the urban dimension is, in 

principle, now embedded in CP.  

At the same time, there are challenges ahead in embedding the CP urban dimension in 2021-

27. It will be important to build on experiences and capacities gained by programme and 

urban authorities in implementing SUD through CP in 2014-20 and to take advantage of the 

increased flexibility and support introduced in the new programme period. The launch of 

substantial new EU instruments and funds, such as the Recovery and Resilience Facility and the 

REPOWER EU initiative makes available significant amounts of funding for urban authorities and 

stakeholders. This poses important questions on how they can work in a complementary way 

with CP in supporting sustainable urban development.  
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