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Executive Summary

1
This study, titled “The Territorial Dimension  
of EU Cohesion Policy in Germany”, focuses  
on analyzing integrated regional development 
approaches within the framework of EU 
Structural Policy and European Structural and 
Investment Funds (ESIF) during the 2021–2027 
funding period. The aim of the study is to 
formulate recommendations for the future 
design of EU cohesion policy from 2028 on-
wards, based on case studies and accompanying 
interviews with public administration experts.
The starting point is the growing importance  
of regions as key levels of action for addressing 
major societal challenges such as demographic 
change, digitalization, competitiveness and 
climate adaptation. The study addresses the 
following key questions: In what ways are 
integrated territorial approaches currently 
being implemented through EU structural 
funding? What potentials and obstacles exist 
within the multilevel governance system 
involving the EU, the federal government, and 
the federal states (‘Bundesländer’)? And how 
can coherent and effective support for these 
approaches be ensured in the upcoming funding 
period?

To this end, the study takes a closer look at ap-
proaches for integrated regional development in 
the current and previous funding periods in six 
different federal states. The following conclusi-
ons can be drawn from this:
•	 Almost all federal states use the ‘territorial 

instruments’ offered in the Structural Funds 
to support integrated approaches to regional 
or urban development. The focus, however, 
is often placed on sustainable urban develop-
ment, which is pursued by most federal 
states. In some cases, integrated regional 
development approaches are now also being 
implemented beyond the urban context. 

•	 EU cohesion policy generally allows for a 
high degree of flexibility in the use of funds 
at regional level. Federal states and regions 
appreciate this flexibility, as it enables tailor-
made solutions. The thematic scope (includ
ing energy efficiency, climate protection, 
competitiveness and innovation, mobility, 
brownfield site revitalisation, public ser-
vices), the spatial units (functional regions, 
intermunicipal cooperation), as well as the 
regional governance structures and processes 
and the methodology for drawing up regional 
strategies differ between the various federal 
states.  
 

The study identifies the high complexity of 
funding procedures, a lack of coordination 
between policy objectives and territorial 
needs, and uncertainties in strategic plan-
ning due to a lack of planning security at EU 
and national level as key challenges.

•	 At the same time, the analysis highlights 
that well-supported strategy development 
processes, the targeted development of regio-
nal networks, and the promotion of manage-
ment structures can significantly enhance 
the effectiveness of the programmes.

The concluding recommendations call for the 
preservation and strengthening of proven 
elements of the territorial dimension in future 
structural policy. The following aspects are 
particularly important in this regard:

•	 At the European level, flexible instrument 
categories (such as ITI, CLLD and especial
ly other territorial approaches) should be 
retained and sufficient thematic scope for 
integrated regional development approaches 
should be ensured, for example through 
Policy Objective 5, ‘A Europe closer to citi-
zens.’ In addition, existing regional strategies 
should also be able to be used as a basis for 
territorial support in future. Administrative 
and funding simplifications are also neces-
sary. At the national level, the responsible 

ministries in the federal states need sufficient 
programming leeway at an early stage to 
promote integrated territorial approaches in 
order to strengthen them in a targeted man-
ner through financial incentives, earmarked 
budgets, and targeted technical and institu-
tional support. Possible links with national 
approaches to strategic regional development 
(keyword: ‘Regiostrat – Strategic Regional 
Development’ funding programme) and 
better networking at national level are also 
conducive to achieving this goal. 

•	 At the regional level, it is important to ena-
ble a broad spectrum of thematic funding, 
to delegate genuine budgetary and project 
selection responsibility to the regions, and to 
provide targeted support, including financial 
support, for the development and strength
ening of regional strategy and governance 
structures and capacities. 



1 The term “policy arena” is a concept from political science that refers to a space of action in which various actors interact, compete, or 
cooperate to shape political decisions. It highlights the dynamic and often contested nature of policymaking. In the context of the European 
multilevel governance system, multiple such arenas can typically be identified across different levels—European, national, and regional. 
Each of these arenas involves distinct actors (e.g., EU institutions, national ministries, regional authorities), interests, and mechanisms of 
influence. These arenas are interconnected but operate with their own logics, priorities, and constraints, which makes policy coordination 
complex but also potentially more responsive to diverse territorial needs.
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Integrated Regional Development Approaches  
in the European Discourse: Definition, Context, 
and Implementation in Germany 

The region is gaining increasing importance as a space for planning 
and action. Many current challenges—such as demographic change, 
migration, digitalization, or climate adaptation—manifest their effects 
at the regional level and call for coordinated, crossmunicipal solutions. 
To ensure that regions remain future-proof, regional development 
approaches have become central instruments. As informal, consensus
oriented strategies, they rely on self-responsibility and cooperation 
between public and private actors in their implementation. The goal is 
to strengthen regions sustainably through coordinated measures and 
projects and to initiate long-term development processes.

Integrated regional development approaches can unlock new potential 
for regional progress that may not be accessible through other means. 
The development of new cooperation structures is fundamental here, 
with participation and partnership serving as key drivers. This ena-
bles the creation of region-specific solutions that are tailored to local 
problems and have strong potential to increase impact and exploit 
synergies. Recent evaluations (Lämmer-Gamp et al. 2024) demonstrate 
that regional, strategically aligned approaches offer clear added value. 
The “place-based approach” is gaining significance as a complement to 
national strategies because it adapts political measures more precisely 
to local conditions, thereby fostering growth and employment. Such 
approaches support a strategic, systemic funding of projects that link 
individual initiatives meaningfully, enhance knowledge transfer, and 
strengthen civil society acceptance.

This potential for success has been particularly evident in the long-
standing local cooperation approaches promoted through LEADER, 
as well as in various regionally focused structural policy approaches 
implemented through federal pilot programmes and federal state-level 
initiatives.

2
This study focuses on the question of how in-
tegrated regional development approaches can 
be supported through EU cohesion policy pro
grammes in Germany, and what challenges arise 
in doing so. The objective is to illustrate how 
various German federal states are using the EU 
Structural and Investment Funds to specifically 
promote integrated regional development. Exis-
ting support schemes, territorial instruments, and 
their practical implementation and success factors 
are analyzed.

The findings are based on an extensive review of 
literature and desk research on programmatic 
support approaches, interviews with managing 
authorities in selected federal states, and an 
expert workshop. On this basis, concrete policy 
recommendations have been developed to pro-
mote a stronger integration of regional develop-
ment approaches into future EU cohesion policy 
(2028–2034), thereby enabling regional actors 
to implement such concepts more broadly and 
sustainably.

2.1	 Definition and Legal 
Framework
 
Integrated territorial development approaches 
are considered within the context of EU cohesion 
policy. Although these approaches are developed 
in strategy and implemented through projects at 
the regional level (below the level of the federal 
states), their connection to financial support 
from the EU Structural Funds embeds them in 
a multilevel governance system. The framework 
conditions, thematic orientation, and functioning 
of integrated territorial approaches are shaped 
through the interaction of three different policy 
arenas: The European arena sets the legal frame-
work conditions for the eligibility of integrated 
approaches, the national arena (federal and state 
governments) primarily determines strategic  
priorities through programme development, while 
the regional arena is where strategies and projects 
are ultimately designed and implemented.

For this study, a definition rooted in the Euro-
pean policy discourse was deliberately chosen to 
ensure alignment with ongoing EU-level debates. 
At the same time, the definition was kept broad 
enough to avoid prematurely narrowing the spec-
trum of possible integrated territorial develop
ment policies.



2 These regulations build on a series of prior developments, incorporating the lessons learned from them. Within the European Regio-
nal Development Fund (ERDF), this includes particularly the initiatives aimed at strengthening integrated urban development—such as 
the Community Initiative URBAN and URBACT—as well as cross-border cooperation efforts under the INTERREG Programme. From 
the perspective of the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), the primary influence has been the extensive 
experience gained through the LEADER approach.
3 See Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013, Articles 32–36.
4 See Regulation (EU) No 2021/1060, Articles 28–34.
5 The requirements for territorial strategies relate to the area covered, the analysis of development needs, the description of the integ-
rated approach, and the involvement of partners. In contrast, there are detailed regulatory provisions regarding processes—particu-
larly the composition and functioning of regional networks—only for CLLD (Community-Led Local Development). For ITI (Integrated 
Territorial Investment) and other territorial instruments, there is considerable f lexibility in this regard.
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The following definition is based on the Barca 
Report (2009) and—with slight modifications— 
is used in various other sources (e.g., Pertoldi 
et al. 2022; Zaucha et al. 2013; Zwet et al. 2017). 
It also forms the foundation for the analytical 
framework developed in this study, which was 
applied in selecting and evaluating the German 
case studies.

Since the 2014–2020 programming period, the 
legal framework for the Structural Funds has 
offered new opportunities to incorporate integ-
rated, place-based approaches into funding pro-
grammes. A key innovation was the inclusion 
of these regulations in the common provisions 
regulation, making them applicable to all funds.

The 2014–2020 regulations introduced two 
implementation mechanisms: Community-Led 
Local Development (CLLD), which builds on 
experiences from the LEADER initiative in ru-
ral development and is accompanied by specific 
regulatory requirements; Integrated Territorial 
Investment (ITI), a new approach for the Struc-
tural Funds, which comes with comparatively 
fewer substantive or procedural prescriptions. 
The legal framework for integrated territo-
rial approaches was further developed in the 
2021–2027 programming period. All approaches 
must now meet certain minimum thematic crite-
ria. More importantly, in addition to CLLD and 
ITI, “initiatives designed by the Member State” 
can now also be supported as territorial instru-
ments, without requiring detailed substantive 
or procedural definitions.

2.2	 Implementation in Germany
 
A preliminary rough classification of how 
integrated territorial development approaches 
are used in Germany in the 2021–2027 period 
can be made based on the categorization data 
of ESIF funding from the “Cohesion Open Data 
Platform” :
•	 In Germany, a budget of €3.011 billion is al

located for territorial instruments, which is a 
slightly lower share compared to the Euro-
pean average.

•	 The integrated territorial instruments are 
predominantly financed through the ERDF.

•	 13 out of the 31 ERDF and ESF programmes 
in Germany include territorial instruments, 
with a focus on urban development. 12 pro-
grammes use the “other territorial approaches.” 
Lower Saxony additionally employs ITI,  
while Saxony-Anhalt exclusively uses CLLD.

•	 In non-urban areas, territorial instruments 
are used, for example, in Lower Saxony,  
Saxony-Anhalt, and Schleswig-Holstein.

Unlike the EU-wide trend, Germany is clearly 
dominated by “other territorial instruments.” 
These account for significantly higher shares of 
the integrated territorial development budget 
than the EU average. ITI is used much less than 
the EU average. CLLD has only a very small 
share of financial resources in Germany, as is 
also the case EU-wide.

Given that EU structural funding in Germany 
operates under a shared management frame-
work—in which the managing authorities of the 
federal states engage in direct negotiations with 
the European Commission—the responsibility 
for both the formulation and implementation 
of the programmes rests with the individual 
federal states. The German programmes often 
include approaches that build on long-standing 
developments in regional development policy 
within the respective federal states. ‘Integrated 

regional development’ is not a new concept 
for the federal states; rather, they have—with 
considerable variation—developed their own 
approaches to it over a long period of time, 
independently of EU Structural Policy. These 
approaches go far beyond regional develop-
ment concepts with a purely planning focus and 
include the design and implementation of fund-
ing policies within regional actor networks.

A noteworthy example is North Rhine-West-
phalia, where approaches to integrated territo-
rial development date back at least to the 1990s, 
when a “regionalized structural policy” was 
implemented on a large scale. Another illustra-
tion is Lower Saxony, where the debate about 
integrated regional development approaches has 
historically also been linked to the question of 
whether and with what powers an intermediate 
level between local authorities and the state 
might be appropriate. The development paths 
specific to each federal state also mean that, 
currently, some integrated regional develop-
ment approaches are supported through struc-
tural fund programmes without being officially 
designated as integrated territorial instruments 
in the regulatory sense. The case of “Regio.
NRW,” also discussed further on, is an example 
of this. This underlines that Structural Funds 
in Germany are also used to support integra-
ted territorial policies beyond the instruments 
officially designated as integrated territorial 
development. Accordingly, the Commission’s 
data underestimates the actual use of Structural 
Funds for integrated territorial development. 
This is especially true for federal states that are 
active in integrated territorial development, 
even though no funding for such approaches is 
identifiable in the Commission‘s data.

An integrated territorial development 

approach is:

•	 A long-term development strategy at the 
regional level aimed at reducing persistent 
inefficiencies (underutilization of poten
tial) and inequalities (share of people 
below a certain level of well-being and/
or degree of social disparities) in specific 
areas;

•	 Based on the production of bundles of 
integrated public and private goods and 
services, tailored to the territory in ques-
tion, designed and implemented through 
participatory political institutions that 
gather and integrate local preferences and 
knowledge, and establish linkages with 
other places;

•	 Supported externally through a multilevel 
governance system, involving the trans-
fer of financial assistance from higher to 
lower levels of government. This funding 
is conditional, with requirements regar-
ding both objectives and institutional 
structures.

⁶ URL: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/in-your-country/cohesion-policy-in-the-eu_en (abgerufen am 13.05.2025)
⁷ The data should be interpreted with caution. A fundamental issue lies in the fact that it is unclear whether, and to what extent, the 
same criteria are applied EU-wide when assigning categories. For example, whether a region is classified as a “functional urban area” 
or as a „rural area“ also depends on the national concepts used to define spatial development.
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Approaches to integrated territorial develop-
ment within the Structural Funds also operate 
in the context of developments in various policy 
fields. Particularly noteworthy here is the 
LEADER approach in rural development policy 
within the European Agricultural Fund for Ru-
ral Development (EAFRD), which has long been 
established and served as the model for CLLD 
in ERDF and ESF. LEADER is especially much 
more widely established across rural areas than 
ERDF/ESF funding. In Germany alone, there are 
270 local action groups.

There are also pioneering initiatives at the 
federal level promoting integrated territorial 
development. One example is the pilot pro-
gramme “Regionen Aktiv” from 2001 to 2005, 
which comprehensively tested integrated regio-
nal approaches, including far-reaching regional 
budget autonomy. The project and its accompa-
nying research provided extensive experience 
with the specific features of network-based 
integrated territorial development. The current 
funding programme of the Federal Ministry 
for Housing, Urban Development and Building 
(BMWSB) for the development of strategic 
regional development concepts (“RegioStrat”) 
also aims at integrated territorial development 
approaches. 

The concepts to be developed are primarily 
intended to foster the development of long-term 
strategies and better coordination between re-
gional planning and spatial development. Based 
on strategic regional development concepts, the 
aim is to enable a focus on key implementation 
projects and facilitate access to existing fun-
ding opportunities, such as integrated approa-
ches within the framework of Structural Funds 
support.



8 A more detailed version of the case studies is available in German on the website of the German Association for Housing, Urban and 
Spatial Development at: https://www.deutscher-verband.org/aktivitaeten/studien.html.
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The Promotion of  
Integrated Regional Development under the EU 
Structural Policy Framework in Germany

The present analysis focuses on approaches supported through the 
EU Structural Funds during the 2014–2020 and 2021–2027 pro-
gramming period. To capture the diversity of integrated territorial 
development approaches used in Germany, six case studies were 
selected. The aim is to systematically examine how integrated 
regional development approaches are implemented in practice and 
contextually shaped within the framework of EU Structural Fund 
programmes (see Table 1). The case studies are based on literatu-
re analyses as well as semistructured interviews. In addition to 

3
reviewing secondary literature, the literature 
analysis primarily drew on programme doc
uments from the federal states’ operational 
programmes—such as those for the European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF)—which 
define, among other things, the priorities and 
specific objectives (SOs) for interventions in 
each federal state. To validate the findings, an 
expert workshop was conducted. In addition, 
short profiles of other approaches were prepa-
red, including the Urban-Rural Competition in 
Brandenburg and Integrated Regional Develop-
ment (IRE) in Bavaria (BY).

The following chapter provides a crosscase 
comparison of how the programmes studied 
in Germany implemented integrated regional 
development approaches within the framework 
of EU structural funding. A comparison along 
key analytical categories enables a systematic 
and comparative examination of the different 
approaches to integrated regional development. 
This reveals the diversity of spatial configurati-
ons (spatial focus), the strategic priorities and 
funding instruments employed (strategies and 
instruments), the design of governance struc-
tures and network processes (governance and 
networks), and the extent to which knowledge 
was generated and learning processes were 
initiated (knowledge, experience, and learning 
processes). 

This makes it possible to identify both common 
patterns and region-specific characteristics, 
which offer important insights for the further 
development of integrated funding approaches 
within the EU Structural Fund programmes.

3.1 	 Spatial Focus in Regional 
Funding: Between Functional 
Areas and Administrative 
Boundaries
 
The case studies were compared against their 
geographical orientation within the federal 
states. This analysis focuses on how the respec-
tive funded regions are defined, particularly 
examining the criteria for territorial delimita-
tion, the extent of territorial coverage within 
each federal state, specific requirements 
regarding the size of the regions, and their 
structural characteristics. In summary, the 
analysis reflects a diverse practice of regional 
delimitation, shaped by a combination of 
normative requirements, functional logics, and 
political priorities. The case studies included in 
this research span a spectrum ranging from 
intermunicipal cooperation across administra
tive boundaries to partnerships between 
institutions connected by functional relation-
ships – for instance, through innovative value 
chains within shared territories.

Federal State Name Territorial Instrument 

Baden-Württemberg (BW) RegioWIN 2030 Other 

Brandenburg (BB) Just Transition Fund (JTF) 
Lausitz

Territorial Just Transition 
Plan (TJTP)

Lower Saxony (NI) Zukunftsregionen 
Niedersachsen 

ITI 

North Rhine-Westphalia 
(NRW)

Regio.NRW –

Schleswig-Holstein (SH) ITI-Westküste ITI

Saxony-Anhalt (ST) CLLD Sachsen-Anhalt CLLD

Table 1: Overview of selected case studies 
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A commonality among the programmes exam
ined is that nearly all define certain functional 
areas or administrative units as the basis for re-
gional funding. In many cases, there is a flexible 
handling of territorial boundaries—for example, 
through cooperation across district lines or by 
aligning with functional interdependencies. For 
instance, Baden-Württemberg’s RegioWIN2030 
programme emphasizes functional relationships 
between urban centres and their surrounding 
areas, without strict requirements on region 
size, as long as there is a coherent linkage. 
Similarly, in Lower Saxony, all rural and urban 
districts are eligible to participate in the ‘Zu-
kunftsregionen-Niedersachsen’ initiative, provi-
ded they form regional associations comprising 
at least two adjacent local authorities (counties 
or independent cities).

However, the level of specificity and strictness 
in territorial requirements varies: some pro-
grammes stipulate minimum population sizes 
e.g. 30,000 inhabitants, or a minimum number 
of participating districts, while others remain 
vague or make no formal requirements at all. 
What is crucial is that project-based strategies 
and functional partnerships are developed 
across administrative borders—for example, 
in the field of economic development (as in 
Regio.NRW in North Rhine-Westphalia) or 
innovation promotion (as in RegioWIN230 in 
Baden-Württemberg).

A significant difference lies in the requirement 
for comprehensive territorial coverage. Saxony-
Anhalt, with its CLLD programme, pursues a 
broad approach, involving all Local Action 
Groups (LAGs) in the federal state. Similarly, 
RegioWIN2030 in Baden-Württemberg includes 
all NUTS regions of the state. In contrast, 
Schleswig-Holstein’s ITI Westküste only covers 
selected districts, without a statewide 

application. In North Rhine-Westphalia, there 
is also no requirement for full territorial 
coverage. While in principle, regions across the 
entire state can apply with their own concepts 
under Regio.NRW, only selected, functionally 
defined regions are funded—depending on the 
project‘s focus. Statewide project applications 
are not eligible. This selective funding approach 
is common and can also be observed in other 
federal states, such as Schleswig-Holstein.
It is also important to note that the spatial 
focus of integrated regional development 
approaches in Germany varies greatly. Both in 
the formulation of regional development 
strategies and in the implementation of specific 
projects, approaches range from small-scale to 
large-scale territorial frameworks. This diversi-
ty is particularly evident in two of the three 
categories of territorial instruments—Integra-
ted Territorial Investments (ITI) and other 
territorial approaches.

The choice of territorial scope depends on a 
variety of factors, including the region‘s specific 
challenges and potentials, the availability of 
actors and resources, and the institutional 
framework conditions. This flexibility allows 
for tailoring integrated regional development 
strategies to local circumstances.

With regard to structural weaknesses, many 
programmes focus on economically disadvanta-
ged or demographically challenged areas. For 
instance, Schleswig-Holstein (ITI Westküste) 
targets structurally weak regions, Saxony-An-
halt explicitly describes its regions as “predomi-
nantly structurally weak,” and Lower Saxony 
differentiates between transition and stronger 
regions. In Bavaria, 70 % of the funding under 
the Integrated Regional Development (IRE) 
framework is intended for intermunicipal 
cooperations in structurally weak parts of the 
state. Baden-Württemberg, by contrast, does 
not treat structural weakness as a key selection 
criterion, but rather as a supplementary aspect.

Cross-regional cooperation is another interes-
ting dimension. Lower Saxony explicitly allows 
for project impacts to extend beyond the core 
region. North Rhine-Westphalia goes further, 
permitting overlapping spatial frameworks for 
different project ideas. In contrast, Saxony-An-
halt restricts activities strictly to each LAG‘s 
territory. In Schleswig-Holstein, some projects 
were allowed to reference areas beyond the 
immediate West Coast. This demonstrates 
significant differences in the flexibility with 
which regional development is conceptualized.

In conclusion, the programmes examined reveal 
a high degree of variation in their spatial focus. 
This variance can be interpreted both as an 
expression of federal flexibility and as a delibe-
rate adaptation to specific regional challenges. 
The result is a complex funding landscape with 
overlapping and complementary spatial 
configurations.
 



⁹ A SWOT-analysis in this context is a strategic planning tool that systematically presents the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
and Threats of a region.
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The regional partnerships selected for funding, 
as well as the supported projects, are based on 
regional development strategies or concepts. 
These are created by the partners through 
participatory, cross-sectoral, and interdiscipli-
nary strategy processes, which include stake-
holders from science, business, civil society, and 
public administration. These strategies typically 
contain a SWOT analysis, the derivation of 
potentials and strategic objectives, the defini-
tion of action areas, a prioritization of eligible 
projects based on these, as well as expected 
impacts and indications of target achievement 
and innovation level. They also outline, in more 
or less detail, the regional administrative and 
decision-making structures planned for imple-
mentation. Corresponding quality criteria are 
set out in funding calls and guidelines.

For the Integrated Territorial Investments  
(ITI) in Schleswig-Holstein, there was an 
overarching strategic framework for the entire 
West Coast region, as well as strategic concepts 
for the funded projects in the selected subre
gions. In contrast, the use of the Just Transition 
Fund (JTF) in Brandenburg‘s Lusatia region is 
based on a single “Territorial Just Transition 
Plan Lusatian Region 2021–2027,” developed  
by the state through extensive involvement of 
diverse regional stakeholders via various 
participatory formats, along with studies and 
analyses. No further subregional strategic 
concepts exist there.

Only the Urban-Rural Partnership (SUW) in 
Brandenburg during the previous programming 
period and Regio.NRW omitted the develop-
ment of their own strategies. For SUW, inter-
municipal partnerships were required to 
reference existing regional or municipal 

strategies or concepts in an application form, 
from which the proposed joint projects were 
derived. While Regio. NRW required a dedica-
ted strategy for the 2014–2020 ERDF program-
me, in the current period, projects only need to 
relate to a coherent regional spatial framework. 
Regional strategic alignment and impact must 
be demonstrated based on existing strategic 
concepts, of which there are many in the state, 
due to a long-standing tradition of regionalized 
funding approaches (e.g., the “Regionale” 
initiatives).

The strategies—and especially the EU-funded 
projects derived from them—differ in thematic 
focus or scope depending on the federal state. 
Energy efficiency and CO₂ reduction play a 
consistent role. Baden-Württemberg, North 
Rhine-Westphalia, and the JTF in Brandenburg 
place additional emphasis on economic develop-
ment and innovation. RegioWIN applies  
the narrowest thematic focus, centering on  
a competitive, innovative, and sustainable 
economy. Regio.NRW supports economic 
competitiveness and innovation, for example, 
through knowledge and technology transfer, 
circular economy, urban energy solutions for 
climate adaptation, and climate resilience. The 
JTF in Brandenburg can also be used to expand 
digital infrastructure, promote qualification 
and training, regional mobility, and the renatu-
ration of land and water bodies. However, the 
ERDF/JTF is narrowly focused thematically 
because additional federal and state funds are 
available for other fields.

Schleswig-Holstein combined renewable energy 
and energy efficiency (including in public 
infrastructure and buildings) with resource-
friendly tourism through the preservation, 
protection, and development of natural and 
cultural heritage. Projects could also aim at 
improving urban environments, revitalizing 
city centres, cleaning up brownfields, and 
reducing air and noise pollution—but ultimate-
ly, no concepts were implemented in these areas 
since regions had to select two intervention 
areas from a predefined catalogue. Bavaria also 
focuses on urban investment projects, brown
field redevelopment, energy efficiency and 
supply in public buildings, cultural and natural 
heritage, and improving green infrastructure, 
including parks and recreational facilities. The 
SUW in Brandenburg allowed support for 
environmental protection and resource efficien-
cy (including brownfield remediation, flood 
protection and ecological space development), 
social inclusion (including schools and refugee 
integration), and CO₂ reduction and energy 
efficiency.

The broadest thematic approaches are used in 
Saxony-Anhalt with the CLLD approach and in 
Lower Saxony with the Zukunftsregionen 
(“Future Regions”). The CLLD supports smaller-
scale, localized projects, while the Future 
Regions favour broader regional network 
initiatives. In Saxony-Anhalt, both investment 
and non-investment projects are possible on 
virtually all topics of rural and urban develop-
ment—from remediation and soil protection to 
infrastructure for public services, leisure, 
culture, and tourism, to demographic change, 
local climate protection, and regional products 
from small businesses. This offers a wide scope 
and high flexibility to respond to regional 
needs. Moreover, there are no state-mandated 

content requirements or intervention categories. 
In Lower Saxony, “Future Concepts” must focus 
on two of six priority themes: regional innova-
tion, low-carbon society and circular economy, 
biodiversity and functioning ecosystems, 
changing work environments, equal opportuni-
ty and inclusion, healthcare, and cultural and 
leisure services.

The thematic scope depends on programming 
choices and how the federal states combine 
funds from ERDF, ESF, and EAFRD, as well as 
thematic investment priorities (known as 
Thematic Objectives – TOs in 2014–2020 or 
Policy Objectives – POs in the current period). 
The current funding period also introduced PO 
5 “A Europe closer to citizens”, enabling a wide 
array of local and regional projects. Regulatory 
requirements like earmarking of fund shares for 
priorities such as competitiveness or the Green 
Deal, and the generally desired thematic 
concentration (especially with smaller budgets), 
limit broader approaches. Prior indicative 
allocations and corresponding indicators 
further challenge flexible regional strategies. 
Additionally, sectoral and state political 
priorities play a key role—whether favouring a 
specific focus like economic innovation or 
granting regions broader decision-making 
powers.

Lower Saxony, for example, uses an ITI to 
exploit the full range of ERDF/ESF Multi-Fund 
opportunities through a single funding guide
line but excludes the LEADER approach. The 
“Zukunftsregionen” must differentiate from 
other sector programmes funded under the 
same Multi-Fund programme —thus, direct 
business funding is not allowed, only regional 
collaboration, technology transfer, etc. The 
CLLD approach in Saxony-Anhalt combines 
EAFRD, ERDF, and ESF, each with its own 
guidelines. 

3.2	 Strategies and Instruments in Integrated 
Regional Development
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Cross-fund projects are theoretically possible 
but have not been utilized due to a lack of 
awareness. The SUW in Brandenburg also used 
all three funds (without CLLD), though imple-
mentation varied with different development, 
decision-making, and approval structures. ESF 
was used only for specific refugee integration 
projects with low funding volumes. All other 
federal states bundle individual POs/TOs from 
the ERDF programme.

In practice, implementing strategies proves 
variably challenging depending on the region—
specifically, transforming strategic approaches 
into investment and non-investment projects 
that can be executed within the funding time
frame. Therefore, strategies should ideally 
already include realistic project ideas and mea-
sures. Regions often require extensive support 
for project development. Delays also stem from 
the fact that, during or even after the strategy 
development and selection phases, funding 
guidelines were not yet finalized or published, 
leading to strategies containing projects that 
later turn out to be ineligible under narrow 
thematic constraints.

Although most regions develop projects based 
on strategies, only in Lower Saxony do regional 
actors make independent decisions on which 
projects to fund from indicative regional bud-
gets. Final eligibility checks and approvals are 
conducted by funding agencies or intermediate 
bodies.

In the first RegioWIN phase, a lack of concrete 
projects in the strategies made it difficult to 
fund viable proposals. In the current period, 
strategies must already include high-quality, 
well-matched flagship projects, increasing the 
chance of funding. Projects not fundable under 
ERDF are sometimes supported by federal or 
state programmes. Initiatives like ITI West 

Coast or IRE Bavaria also struggled with fewer 
funded projects than originally planned. In 
some cases, political priorities or goals shifted 
during the long intervals between strategy de-
sign and implementation. Cofinancing could not 
be secured, or project ideas proved unfeasible.

The overall duration and complexity of strategy 
development, project preparation, qualification, 
and approval are seen as key issues—especially 
when the actual approved funding volume is 
small compared to the effort invested. Some 
weaker municipalities lack capacity, and sup-
port from higher-level bodies varies in inten-
sity. Not all federal states provide financial aid 
for strategy development.

At the same time, regions value the strategy 
process and collaborative project development—
especially in new partnerships—as fundamen-
tal and beneficial. It strengthens cooperation, 
improves coordination, and addresses actual 
shared regional needs. However, regions stress 
that the effort must correspond to the return in 
terms of funding for important projects. Thus, 
once regions and their strategies are selected, 
they must be assigned binding funding budgets, 
and should retain control over project selection, 
while funding bodies only check eligibility. This 
model is followed in Lower Saxony (Zukunfts-
regionen) and Saxony-Anhalt (CLLD).

From the viewpoint of managing authorities, ti-
mely fund allocation for implementable projects 
is also crucial. Therefore, for sustainable territo-
rial approaches that strengthen regional colla-
boration, a balance is needed: regional coope-
ration must be valued as an asset, but tangible, 
coordinated, and fundable projects must also 
be delivered within the limited timeframe to 
secure and use the allocated funding effectively. 
Only then can territorial approaches compete 
politically with sectoral funding models.

3.3	 Governance and Networks

In the analysis category “Governance and 
Networks,” the focus is on which networks 
support the regional strategy, how coordination 
with the state level is organized, and what 
conditions apply to the implementation of 
funding.

The networks that support and implement the 
integrated strategy in the regions vary in 
structure. The following groups of actors play  
a central role: municipal authorities and their 
administrations are represented in all partner
ships, as they generally play a central role. 
Other important actors include research 
institutions (SH, NRW, BW, BB), as well as 
companies or business associations (SH, NRW, 
BW, NI, BB). The role of individual actor groups 
partly results from the thematic orientation  
of the respective strategies: RegioWIN in BW  
is strongly focused on innovation promotion, 
while the JTF in BB targets structural transfor-
mation. In SH, tourism and nature conservation 
associations are also particularly involved. A 
special case in terms of network characteristics 
is the CLLD approach in ST: only there is a 
balanced and representative participation of  
a broad range of societal actors required, 
including associations, citizens, and citizen 
initiatives. Such requirements for civil society 
participation are not imposed in other net-
works. CLLD is also the case in which the most 
comprehensive requirements for network 
cooperation are formulated, such as representa-
tiveness and openness to new actors.

The approaches of the federal states also differ 
in whether they build on already existing 
regional networks or specifically support the 
development of new ones. All approaches to in-
tegrated regional strategies can, at least in part, 
build on long-established networks. However, 
all approaches can also incorporate new net-
works. In only a few cases are the approaches 

explicitly designed to reach new networks—for 
example, the expansion of the CLLD approach 
to urban areas in ST or the statewide coverage 
of the Future Regions programme in NI.

The approaches vary regarding the support of 
network activities. As a rule, they do not in-
clude funding for network management (NRW, 
BW, BB); in one case (SH), support was provided 
to actors during the strategy development phase 
but was not continued into the implementation 
phase. Only in ST’s CLLD approach and in the 
support of the Future Regions in NI are net-
work managers and coordination structures 
fully integrated into the funding approach. 
Regardless of support for network work, the 
costs for strategy development are covered in 
some approaches (SH, ST, NI), but not in others 
(NRW, BW, BB).

Overall, the level of support for networks 
varies among the approaches. ST and NI aim 
to support both existing and new networks 
and complement this with funding for network 
management and strategy development. Neither 
network management nor strategy development 
are funded in NRW, BW, and BB. The approach 
in SH included time-limited support for net-
work management during the strategy develop-
ment phase.

Regarding the interaction between the state le-
vel and the regional level, two-stage procedures 
are consistently implemented in all cases except 
for the JTF and NRW. In the first stage, strate-
gies or concepts are selected. The design of this 
phase varies in terms of the use of competitive 
elements. For example, ST and SH foresee a 
two-stage competition, whereas in NI, the first 
phase is understood as a formation phase for 
the Future Regions—with the goal of initiating 
these regions statewide. A special case is NRW, 
where existing strategies are used.  
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The second phase includes the development 
and approval of projects. In the case of the JTF, 
strategy development is more strongly directed 
by the state level. The strategy process here is 
coordinated by the state government.

Only in the case of CLLD in ST is project selec-
tion—consisting of assessing project relevance 
and eligibility—fully delegated to the regional 
level. In the case of the Future Regions in NI, 
project relevance is assessed at the regional 
level. In ST, NRW, SH, and BW, project rele-
vance is assessed at the state level; in NRW, an 
expert committee is also involved. The eligibi-
lity check is conducted at the state level in all 
cases. For the JTF, both project relevance and 
eligibility are also assessed at the state level. 
Funding approvals are generally issued by the 
responsible funding authority in the respective 
state (usually development banks, in some cases 
regional governments).

Regarding the funding basis, different approa-
ches can be observed: in ST, SH, and BB, exis-
ting policy-specific funding guidelines are used. 
In NRW and BW, specific funding guidelines 
for ERDF funding were developed and serve 
as the funding basis. In ST, specific guidelines 
for both ERDF and ESF-CLLD were developed. 
NI supports the implementation projects of 
the regions through an integrated guideline 
but has issued a separate guideline for regional 
management.

3.4	 Knowledge, Experience, 
and Learning in the analysis 
category 
 
In the analysis category “Knowledge,” the focus 
is on the extent to which learning processes 
have been initiated in the regions. The integration 
of territorial knowledge occurs through 
intensified exchange between actors who 
cooperate more closely than before. The assump-
tion is that this intensified exchange enables 
learning processes if suitable mechanisms and 
exchange formats are created to support 
learning (Van der Zwet et al. 2017).

Integrated territorial development policies 
generally require the interaction of local and 
national ideas and knowledge. This can be 
organized in different ways:

a) as a top-down approach, in which the initiative 
and framework come from the central level, and

b) as a bottom-up approach, where the local 
level acts primarily as the driver of develop-
ment (Van der Zwet et al. 2017, p. 40).
With the exception of the JTF (BB), all case 
studies follow a bottom-up approach, meaning 
that the strategies are developed by regional or 
local actors. In the case of the JTF, a strategy 
for the entire Lausitz region was created at the 
state level, which builds on existing regional 
development strategies.

For learning processes, it makes a difference 
whether entirely new strategies are developed 
or whether existing strategies are simply 
extended. The case studies show a mixed 
picture: while new strategies were developed 
for the territorial instruments ITI West Coast 
(SH), CLLD (ST), and RegioWIN 2030 (BW), all 
other examples draw on existing strategies. 
However, the degree to which this happens 
varies. In NRW, regional partnerships apply as 
a project based on existing regional develop-
ment strategies and involve regional actors. In 
NI, the “Zukunftskonzepte” (future concepts) 
had to align with the “Regionalen Handlungs-
strategien” (regional action strategies) of the 
respective Office for Regional State Develop-
ment, which reflect the strategic framework of 
priority development objectives for the entire 
administrative district.

The likelihood of learning processes emerging 
from strategy development therefore varies 
accordingly. In NRW, learning is limited to the 
respective project consortium. In SH, learning 
effects were particularly present during the 
actual strategy development phase of the 
competition, but after that, the strategies had 
little guiding influence.

Another type of learning process is triggered 
through thematic linking of sectoral policies.  
In SH, the topics of energy policy and tourism 
were connected. In ST, the respective LAG 
(Local Action Group) is responsible for issuing 
project calls and can flexibly combine themes  
in line with its development strategy. In NRW, 
the combination of different themes is not 
explicitly required but may occur during the 
drafting of project outlines on a case-by-case 
basis. An exception is the JTF in Lausitz (BB), 
where the Territorial Just Transition Plan 
(TJTP) focuses quite distinctly on individual 
sectoral policies (e.g., business support), often 
in isolation from each other.

However, learning processes are observed in all 
case studies at the project level, as innovative 
and integrated project ideas are developed and 
new local stakeholders are involved.

For interregional learning, some federal states 
organize exchange formats and networks 
among the participating regions (ST, BW, NI). 
In other regions, such formats are absent 
(NRW) or are organized outside the instrument 
itself (SH, BB).
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Recommendations for Strengthening  
“Territorial Approaches” within the Framework of 
EU Cohesion Policy in Germany and Europe

The following recommendations are directed at decision-makers, 
public administrators, and practitioners in EU institutions as well as 
at the federal and state levels, who are shaping cohesion policy 
beyond 2027. They build on the experience that territorial approa-
ches, which account for the diverse needs of regions, can effectively 
reduce economic, social, and environmental disparities. Moreover, 
they can help use EU funds more efficiently and strengthen their 
contribution to achieving EU objectives. However, they can only 
fully realize their potential if European, national, and regional legal 
and financial frameworks offer sufficient flexibility, coherence, and 
planning certainty—and if the scope for integrated territorial 
approaches is actually utilized at the national and regional levels.

4
Anchor the Territorial Dimension

Europe’s territorial diversity—from dense 
metropolitan areas to medium-sized cities, 
rural, peripheral, and cross-border regions— 
demands that the EU cohesion and structural 
policy continue to explicitly embed the territo-
rial dimension beyond 2027. A clearly place- 
based approach can effectively address spatially 
specific challenges while unlocking each 
region’s potential by mobilizing regional actors. 
To reflect this diversity, the future EU regulato-
ry framework should retain the three instru-
ment categories under Article 28 (ITI, CLLD, 
and other territorial instruments). In particular, 
the category of “other territorial instrument” 
should be preserved, as it allows for nationally 
or regionally designed solutions that can be 
co-financed with EU funds, provided they meet 
minimum criteria. This category is essential for 
maintaining the flexibility needed to integrate 
proven models into cohesion policy.

Enable a Broad Thematic Funding Spectrum

It is essential to allow a wide range of eligible 
topics so that regions can develop funding 
projects based on regionally defined strategic 
priorities. Political Objective 5 (PO5) “A Europe 
closer to citizens” is well-suited for this, as it 
enables a broad variety of projects within an 
integrated territorial strategy without requiring 

combinations of different, often sector-driven, 
objectives. In the past, however, the use of such 
a broad territorial objective has been limited by 
earmarking minimum shares of funds for 
sectoral priorities like the Green Deal. If future 
sectoral earmarking is planned, enough finan-
cial leeway should be retained for integrated 
territorial approaches.

The next EU regulatory framework should be 
deliberately geared towards strengthening and 
leveraging the potential of integrated spatial 
planning. Rather than reinforcing sectoral 
logic, EU funds should increasingly be deployed 
based on integrated territorial strategies. This 
enables a more effective response to complex 
and multifaceted regional development challen-
ges by linking policy areas and governance 
levels. Supporting integrated approaches should 
thus become a central goal of post-2027 cohe-
sion policy—facilitated by more flexible funding 
instruments, improved cross-sector coordina-
tion, and incentives for inter-municipal and 
regional cooperation.

Preserve Flexible Territorial Boundaries

Future EU Structural Funds should explicit-
ly support and fully utilize the established 
approach of flexible territorial configurations 
for cooperation. Since territorial development 
typically cannot be organized within existing 

4.1	 Recommendations for Designing the new EU Regulatory 
Framework (2028–2034)
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administrative boundaries, functional areas 
defined by the partners themselves—e.g. based 
on commuting, innovation, or value-chain 
interlinkages—should be recognized as legiti-
mate funding territories. The EU framework 
already allows this and should not be restricted 
by Member States: under PO5, Member States 
can tailor their territorial strategies precisely to 
such functional regions.

Build on Proven Integrated Territorial 
Strategies

Territorial development funding should general-
ly be based on sound strategic concepts—either 
newly created or updated. However, developing 
a new joint strategy should only be mandatory 
if no up-to-date concept exists. Therefore, the 
next EU regulatory framework should focus on 
strengthening the territorial implementation 
and impact of the Structural Funds, rather than 
mandating the creation of new local or regional 
strategies as a prerequisite. This allows some 
regions to quickly launch funding projects 
based on existing or updated strategies and co-
operation structures, while others still need to 
establish them—thus supporting different levels 
of regional preparedness.

Support Strategy Development and  
Regional Management

Especially newly formed or recently established 
regional partnerships need financial support 
for both joint strategy development and ma-
nagement of regional cooperation. As is already 
the case for CLLD (25% of regional budget), the 
regulation should allow funding for strategy 
development and regional management across 
all three territorial instrument categories. 
This is more practical than implementing it via 
technical assistance and more appropriate, since 
these funds are directly used to establish gover-
nance structures and generate regional funding 
projects.

Expand Formal Flexibility

Currently, the regulatory framework—with its 
requirements on programming, fund allocation 
to political objectives, measurement, and indi-
cators—is heavily geared toward sectoral logic. 
This complicates the use of integrated territo-
rial approaches, as funds should be allocated by 
objective and tracked using fragmented indica-
tors, detailed targets, and exhaustive proof of 
impact. In practice, this formal burden shifts 
attention from substantive goals to bureaucratic 
obligations—project sponsors speak of “funding 
bureaucracy instead of funding impact.”
To restore balance, the next EU framework 
should limit uniform indicators and instead 
allow optional, region-specific indicators, ex-
pand simplified cost options (SCOs), and intro-
duce a genuine single audit system that applies 
to all funds and levels—as recommended by 
the expert group on post-2020 cohesion policy 
simplification.

Increase EU co-financing rates and Simplify 
Bundling with National Funding

Territorial development approaches—especially 
those involving municipalities, some of which 
are financially weak, and other actors—struggle 
with the high co-financing rates of up to 60 %  
in more developed regions. Therefore, EU  
co-financing rates for integrated territorial 
approaches should be increased, especially in 
more developed regions. A bonus system could 
raise EU contributions for these approaches 
relative to other funding. Additionally, it should 
be easier to combine EU funding with national 
and regional funds, which federal states should 
actively leverage to achieve high total funding 
rates while keeping beneficiaries’ contributions 
low.

4.2	 Recommendations to the 
Federal and State Governments

Strategically Anchor Territorial Approaches: 
Balancing Project Funding and Structured 
Development

Involving regional actors in programming can 
either focus on generating projects—usually 
defined more by sectoral policy goals (e.g., 
innovation or decarbonization)—or emphasize 
building permanent cooperation structures at 
the regional level to implement joint regional 
initiatives. Both approaches are valid but em
phasize different aspects. If project development 
is the priority, sectoral goals and requirements 
are foregrounded and implemented through 
mechanisms like competitive calls involving 
regional actors. If the focus is on establishing 
lasting cooperation structures, greater import-
ance is placed on supporting network processes 
and developing cross-sectoral regional strate-
gies, which in turn lead to jointly coordinated 
and supported regional measures. Federal states 
should choose a clear direction. It is evident 
that integrated territorial approaches can only 
realize their full potential when they compre-
hensively support the development of regional 
actor structures.

Actively Promote Structural Development and 
Network-Building

The strength of integrated territorial approa-
ches lies in promoting sustainable, action-orien-
ted structures and networks at the regional 
level. Such network processes require long-term 
commitment. However, activating regional 
actors enables more targeted strategy formu-
lation and more efficient project development 
and implementation. These network processes 
need external support—especially in setting up 
new networks or when existing networks move 
into new phases, such as tackling new topics. A 
comprehensive approach should include delibe-
rate support for network processes. At the 

very least, funding should be provided in early 
stages for joint strategy development and for 
establishing regional network and management 
structures (regional management).

Offer a Broad Thematic Spectrum through a 
Single Funding Guideline

The benefits of developing regional strategies 
with diverse stakeholder participation can only 
be fully realized if funding policy is flexible 
enough to address regionally identified needs 
and potentials. The simplest way to achieve 
this is through a broad, comprehensive funding 
guideline, as has been possible in the current 
period using PO5. If, on the other hand, re
gional topics are required to align with existing 
sectoral funding programmes at the federal 
state level, there is a risk that bottom-up identi-
fied needs will not be addressed due to top-
down defined funding options.

For federal states that, due to limited EU Struc-
tural Funds, cannot plan their own priority 
under PO5, it is essential that territorial ap-
proaches are supported by pooling funds from 
various policy objectives and funds (ERDF, ESF, 
LEADER). This enables a broad thematic scope 
and the use of funds according to territorial 
development logic. In such cases, however, fun-
ding projects for integrated territorial develop-
ment should be developed and implemented 
under a single guideline, not fragmented across 
multiple sectoral guidelines. Fragmentation 
causes administrative complexity for regional 
managers and project sponsors and disadvan-
tages regions with limited capacity to absorb 
funds.



2726

THE TERRITORIAL DIMENSION OF THE EU COHESION POLICY IN GERMANY:  

ANALYSIS, REVIEW AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE EU FUNDING PERIOD 2028–2034

THE TERRITORIAL DIMENSION OF THE EU COHESION POLICY IN GERMANY:  

ANALYSIS, REVIEW AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE EU FUNDING PERIOD 2028–2034

Allocate Binding Regional Budgets and 
Delegate Project Selection Responsibility to 
Regional Level

It is crucial that selected regions receive a 
binding funding budget that is large enough to 
justify the administrative and strategic effort. 
The budget size will vary based on region size 
and topics addressed. If it becomes clear over 
time that some regions are not developing suf-
ficient eligible and feasible projects, funds can 
be reallocated to regions that can deliver larger 
volumes of viable projects.

Where capable regional actor structures exist, 
they should participate directly in selecting 
funded projects. A proven approach is to assess 
project relevance at the regional level, while 
eligibility checks and final approvals remain 
with the responsible state-level authorities. Full 
budget delegation to the regional level is also 
conceivable. Pilot programmes such as “Regio-
nen Aktiv” have shown that this is legally feasi-
ble. Fears of loss of oversight at the federal state 
level can be mitigated through strong coordi-
nation between regional strategies and federal 
state priorities during the strategy development 
process.

Start Programming Integrated Territorial 
Development Approaches Early

These approaches require time—for forming,  
applying, and selecting regional partnerships 
and strategies; for developing, approving, and 
allocating budgets to implementable pro-
jects; and finally, for actual implementation 
and disbursement of EU funds. Although the 
programming period officially spans 9–10 years 
(due to n+2 or n+3 rules), delays in the regu-
latory framework and programme approval 
often shorten real implementation time and can 
jeopardize fund absorption.

That’s why territorial programming should 
start early, as soon as the regulatory framework 
begins to take shape. Especially when strategy 
development and regional selection are required 
before implementation, work should begin no 
later than the submission of the programme 
draft—not wait for full approval or final fun-
ding guidelines. Federal states should be willing 
to take calculated risks based on likely but not 
finalized rules. This gives regional processes 
more time and results in better-quality projects. 
Programming should also ensure that thematic 
funding priorities are broad and transparent 
early on, so that strategies and potential pro-
jects are not prepared in vain.

It is also worth considering whether two-stage 
competitive procedures should be used—with 
initial selection based on short proposals and 
final selection based on fully developed stra-
tegies. This makes sense when only a limited 
number of regions can be funded, to avoid 
placing unnecessary burden on non-selected 
regions. However, this may hinder the develop-
ment of newer or weaker regional partnerships. 
These groups especially need intensive support 
and qualification from the federal state. A pos-
sible solution: regions with existing strategic 
foundations and governance structures could 
be selected via a fast-track procedure, allowing 
them to begin project development and absorb 
EU funds quickly. A second round could follow 
for newer regional partnerships.

Targeted Support for Regions with Lower 
Capacity and Weaker Cooperation Culture

Not all regions are equally equipped to imple-
ment integrated territorial approaches success-
fully. In regions with limited administrative 
capacity, fewer human resources, or a less deve-
loped culture of cooperation, there is a real risk 
they become overwhelmed by the complexity of 
funding mechanisms. As a result, they may be 
excluded from shaping integrated strategies and 
unable to benefit from territorial approaches.

To counteract this, targeted support is essen-
tial—for example, providing low-threshold 
access to funding, building technical and 
organizational capacity, strategic guidance in 
developing partnerships and networks, and in-
centives to initiate integrated processes.

Simplify Programming Mechanisms

Currently, federal state-level programme admi-
nistrators report that the sector-focused nature 
of the EU regulatory framework—with prior 
allocations to political objectives, burdensome 
amendments for shifting funds, sector-specific 
indicators, and detailed targets—hampers pro-
gramming and implementation of territorial  
approaches. In practice, this emphasis on  
formal compliance diverts attention from sub
stantive goals to administrative tasks. 

While section 4.1 already proposes adjust-
ments to the EU framework, federal state-level 
authorities also have leeway to design pro-
gramming and indicator systems for territorial 
approaches in a more flexible and tailored way. 
This requires close coordination between the 
managing authorities and the federal state 
departments responsible for territorial funding. 
Flexibility should be used in assigning funding 
content to political objectives, intervention 
categories, and in designing the indicator 
system to support simple administration and 
governance.

Establish a Nationwide Exchange on 
Territorial Instruments

While there is already a national network for 
LEADER regions, there is no equivalent plat-
form for other territorial instruments. There
fore, an interregional exchange between federal 
states and regions implementing ITI, CLLD, or 
other territorial instruments is recommended. 
This should involve both the relevant develop-
ment and sector policy departments, as well as 
managing authorities. The technical assistance 
budget of cohesion policy could be used to fund 
such exchange formats.

Promote Cross-Regional Exchange at  
the State Level

In some federal states, there is a lack of cross-
regional exchange among participating regions, 
network managers, or regional actor alliances. 
Only a few federal states (e.g., ST, BW, NI) 
have such formats. It is advisable for regions 
within a state to share their experiences with 
strategies, content, innovative methods, project 
ideas, and actor engagement within territorial 
instruments. This fosters learning processes and 
innovation. The federal states should support 
and enable this exchange.

Support the Further Development of 
Integrated Regional Development Approaches 
within EU Structural Funding at  
the Federal Level

Currently, the Federal Ministry for Housing, 
Urban Development and Building (BMWSB) 
supports the development of strategic regional 
concepts through its “RegioStrat – Strategic 
Regional Development” funding programme. 
Structural fund experience goes further by 
also including the development and financing 
of projects to implement integrated strategies. 
This direction towards fully integrated territo-
rial approaches could be further supported by 
the federal government, both technically and 
politically. Selected regions that aim to experi-
ment with new models within Structural Funds 
could engage in collaboration with the relevant 
federal state ministries. Through a dedicated 
research programme, such as the model pro-
jects for spatial planning (Modellvorhaben der 
Raumordnung) or the “Region gestalten” pro-
gramme, the participating regions and federal 
states could be supported by external experts in 
designing, testing, and implementing innovative 
approaches. This would help identify success 
factors and obstacles and facilitate knowledge 
exchange and transfer across different in
struments and initiatives, contributing to the 
further development of integrated territorial 
approaches within EU Structural Policy.



28

THE TERRITORIAL DIMENSION OF THE EU COHESION POLICY IN GERMANY:  

ANALYSIS, REVIEW AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE EU FUNDING PERIOD 2028–2034

5	 Literature

Barca, F. (2009). An Agenda for a Reformed Cohesion Policy. A place-based approach to mee-
ting European Union challenges and expectations. Url: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meet-
docs/2009_2014/documents/regi/dv/barca_report_/barca_report_en.pdf, (accessed 10.06.2025).
Pertoldi, M., Fioretti, C., Guzzo, F., Testori, G., De Bruijn, M., Ferry, M., Kah, S., Servillo, L.A. and 
Windisch, S. (2022), Handbook of Territorial and Local Development Strategies, Publications Office 
of the European Union. Luxembourg. Url: https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/
JRC130788, (accessed 10.06.2025). 

Verordnung (EU) 2021/1060 des Europäischen Parlaments und des Rates, vom 24. Juni 2021 mit 
gemeinsamen Bestimmungen für den Europäischen Fonds für regionale Entwicklung, den Euro-
päischen Sozialfonds Plus, den Kohäsionsfonds, den Fonds für einen gerechten Übergang und den 
Europäischen Meeres-, Fischerei- und Aquakulturfonds sowie mit Haushaltsvorschriften für diese 
Fonds und für den Asyl-, Migrations- und Integrationsfonds, den Fonds für die innere Sicherheit 
und das Instrument für finanzielle Hilfe im Bereich Grenzverwaltung und Visumpolitik. URL: 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1060/oj, (accessed 10.06.2025)

Verordnung (EU) 1303/2013 des Europäischen Parlaments und des Rates vom 17. Dezember 2013 
mit gemeinsamen Bestimmungen über den Europäischen Fonds für regionale Entwicklung, den 
Europäischen Sozialfonds, den Kohäsionsfonds, den Europäischen Landwirtschaftsfonds für die 
Entwicklung des ländlichen Raums und den Europäischen Meeres- und Fischereifonds sowie mit 
allgemeinen Bestimmungen über den Europäischen Fonds für regionale Entwicklung, den Euro
päischen Sozialfonds, den Kohäsionsfonds und den Europäischen Meeres- und Fischereifonds und 
zur Aufhebung der Verordnung (EG) Nr. 1083/2006 des Rates, Artikel 32–36. URL: https://eur-lex.
europa.eu/eli/reg/2013/1303/oj, (accessed 10.06.2025).

Lämmer-Gamp, T, Rhode, O., Kramer, J.-P: et al (2024). Governance und Umsetzung der euro-
päischen Strukturfonds mit Blick auf ihre Neuausrichtung nach 2027. Forschungsvorhaben im 
Auftrag des Bundesministeriums für Wirtschaft und Klimaschutz (BMWK) Abschlussbericht, 
URL: https://www.berlin.de/sen/wirtschaft/gruenden-und-foerdern/europaeische-strukturfonds/04-
governance-umsetzung-europaische-strukturfonds-blick-neuausrichtung-nach-2027_de.pdf, (accessed 
15.07.2025).

Van der Zwet, A., Bachtler, J., Ferry, M., McMaster, I., Miller, S. (2017). Integrated territorial and 
urban strategies: how are ESIF adding value in 2014–2020? European Commission. Directorate-
General for Regional and Urban Policy. Brussels. Url: https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/64698/1/van_
der_Zwet_etal_2017_Integrated_territorial_and_urban_strategies.pdf, (accessed 10.06.2025). 
Zaucha, Jacek, Dariusz Świątek, and Kinga Stańczuk-Olejnik. (2013). Place-Based Territorially  
Sensitive and Integrated Approach: 2013. Warsaw: Ministry of Regional Development.



www.deutscher-verband.org


