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This position paper was developed in spring 2025 by the member cities of the German-
Austrian URBAN Network, with the involvement of additional partners, in response to
the call for evidence published by the European Commission regarding the EU Policy
Agenda for Cities. The positions are based on local experiences with implementing the
urban dimension in the EU Structural Funds, some of which are also documented in the
Position Paper of the German-Austrian URBAN Network on the Promotion of Sustainable

Urban Development in the EU Structural Funding Period 2028+,

Our Key Positions at a Glance

# Europe needs prosperous, liveable cities of all sizes.
# Anchor and expand integrated planning in urban development
across all Member States.
# Firmly embed the urban dimension in future EU funding.
# Preserve the principle of subsidiarity — strengthen regional
responsibility.
# Implement tangible administrative simplifications for cities as
beneficiaries of EU funding programmes.

T Weblink: https://www.deutscher-
verband.org/fileadmin/user upload/documents/Positionspapiere/Aktuelle Positionen/Positionpaper URBAN
Post2028.pdf
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# Europe needs prosperous, liveable cities of all sizes across its entire
territory, optimally integrated into their respective functional urban
areas.

The transformation of cities will play a decisive role in shaping Europe’s future economic,
social, and territorial development. This requires that consultations and decision-making
processes at all levels of governance take place not over the heads of cities, but in close
cooperation with them and with the local level. Against this backdrop, we welcome the
current consultation on the EU Policy Agenda for Cities.

In the future, cities must be recognized more strongly than before as independent actors
with specific tasks and challenges. It is therefore essential that strategies for cities be
developed jointly, rather than cities merely being tasked with implementing pre-defined
programmes.

The contribution of cities to achieving core European objectives should not be
underestimated. In key areas such as socially equitable public services, demographic,
economic and digital transformation, climate protection and adaptation, and
competitiveness, cities and their representatives must be actively involved. Their specific
challenges and potential must be taken into account.

Given their importance to rural areas, the EU Policy Agenda for Cities must pay particular
attention to the interests and needs of small and medium-sized towns, and strengthen
their central social and economic roles and contributions to regional development.
Inter-municipal cooperation offers great potential to support development not only
within city boundaries, but also in functionally connected urban regions or similar
territories in other regions, including across national borders. These types of cooperation
often require significant governance efforts due to historical reasons, and should be
more strongly supported both strategically and financially.

In the long term, alongside the local perspective, regional viewpoints must be given
greater consideration in European funding initiatives. Cities of all sizes should be enabled
to actively shape their future — both horizontally, in collaboration with each other, and
vertically, in cooperation with higher levels of government — thereby making optimal use
of regional potential through collaboration.

In addition, a structured evaluation of the recommendations and experiences from the
existing partnerships under the Urban Agenda for the European Union (UAEU) would be
valuable. Such an evaluation could provide important impetus for the development of a
new EU Policy Agenda for Cities and help the European Commission streamline and

enhance its participatory processes



# Anchor and expand integrated planning in urban development
across all Member States.

The EU Policy Agenda for Cities should serve as a guiding framework for holistic and
integrated urban development>—and must in no case contribute to further sectoral
fragmentation of funding for cities. There is a real risk that individual agendas and
initiatives could fragment the European funding landscape, making it less efficient rather
than creating synergies.

A current example is the discussion surrounding the European Affordable Housing Plan.
Housing policy cannot be considered in isolation—it is intrinsically linked to issues, such
as mobility, social cohesion, climate protection and adaptation, as well as local and
regional economic development. Without integrated urban development, many
potentials remain untapped, goal conflicts go unresolved, and the risk of new socio-
urban conflicts and adverse development processes increases.

To effectively address these challenges, cross-sectoral approaches are needed—
approaches that understand urban development as a connected system. EU funding
policies should therefore not focus on isolated projects or sector-specific measures, but
instead support funding based on integrated, long-term urban development strategies
("place-based approach”).

Only through such integrated planning and funding approaches can EU-supported urban
development become resilient and sustainable—and thereby help ensure that Europe’s

cities remain liveable and future-proof.
# Firmly embed the urban dimension in future EU funding.

Cities are—also for their surrounding areas—the driving force for sustainable and
resilient development and competitiveness throughout Europe. European investments in
cities leverage further investments and thus make a significant contribution to achieving
European policy objectives.

Integrated urban development rightly plays a central role in European cohesion policy
and must be recognized and continuously developed as a core component of the EU
Policy Agenda for Cities. It is important to view the EU Policy Agenda for Cities both as
an impulse for EU funding policy and vice versa. Only in this way can synergies be fully

realized.

2, Integrated urban development in the sense of horizontally and cross-sectorally coordinated planning and
implementation, with particular attention to resource efficiency, resilience, quality of life, economic
development, and citizen participation.
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The EU Policy Agenda for Cities should provide cities with an overview of EU funding
and financing instruments—especially in light of the new Multiannual Financial
Framework.

EU policy is, to a large extent, urban policy. Cities are the physical spaces where social,
economic, and environmental challenges converge—and where innovative, replicable
solutions are both needed and found. They also offer the opportunity to test new
practices. Sustainable, integrated urban development requires reliable, multiannual
funding frameworks—short-term measures are insufficient to address complex and often
difficult-to-control urban development challenges in a lasting way.

EU funding regimes and initiatives must remain attractive to municipalities: the overall
budget for publicly initiated investment measures must not continue to decline. High
co-financing requirements and the need for upfront financing increasingly hinder
municipal access and exacerbate the problem. Falling funding rates, excessive and
disproportionate control mechanisms, and evaluation criteria applied only ex post further
intensify these challenges.

Moreover, preparatory measures should be eligible for funding, and publicly co-financed
projects should be prioritized in the approval process, to better align the programmes
and strengthen their impact at the local level.

Particularly noteworthy are the positive experiences with earmarking funds for
sustainable integrated urban development within EU cohesion policy. This approach has
significantly contributed to strengthening cities across Europe. It is a proven success
model and must continue to play a central role in the further development of EU funding
policy. In the future, support for sustainable urban development should be subject to a

minimum earmarking of at least 15%.



# Preserve the principle of subsidiarity — strengthen regional
responsibility

One of the greatest achievements of the cohesion policy of the European Union is that
it grants regions across Europe direct access to EU funding—for example, through the
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). A focus solely on the national level fails
to account for the often vast economic disparities and differing challenges that exist
between regions—and cities—even within a single Member State.

Regions and cities are the true target recipients of European cohesion policy. Even the
growing geopolitical and geoeconomic importance of the European Union must not
come at the expense of the integrative value of EU funding policy focused on the local
level.

The principle of subsidiarity is a fundamental principle of the European Union. It not only
ensures democratic legitimacy but also guarantees the effectiveness of measures on the
ground. Therefore, the established multi-level governance approach in EU funding must
not be replaced by top-down procedures and regulations—especially not under the
pretext of cutting red tape.

In federal states like Germany and Austria, the regional level holds particular importance.
In Germany especially, regions and cities are independent carriers of governmental
responsibilities, with their own legislative powers in policy areas relevant to cohesion
and urban development. They also play a central role in the implementation and co-
financing of European cohesion policy. This constitutionally guaranteed responsibility
means that an effective and legitimate EU funding must continue to structurally involve
regions and cities—not merely as subordinate administrative units, but as political actors
with their own scope for action and cooperation structures.

Against this backdrop, the effectiveness of an EU Policy Agenda for Cities will depend

heavily on the continued structural inclusion of regions and cities.



# Implement tangible administrative simplifications for cities as
beneficiaries of EU funding programmes.

Effective EU funding must be practical and accessible for cities of all sizes and their
administrations. We therefore strongly welcome the core principle of the EU Agenda for
Cities to pursue tangible administrative simplifications.

Cities and municipalities—particularly small and medium-sized ones—often operate with
limited staff capacity and restricted budgets. For them, access to European funding
represents a crucial opportunity to implement urgently needed projects, especially in
areas, such as integrated urban development, digitalization, decarbonization, and climate
adaptation of urban infrastructure.

However, the considerable administrative hurdles and burdensome control processes
currently associated with applying for and managing EU funds often prevent full and
effective use of available resources. This poses a risk of overburdening precisely those
actors who stand to benefit the most from EU funding. To counteract this, targeted and
practical simplification of administrative procedures is needed—for beneficiaries, funding
bodies, and auditors alike. This includes standardized digital application processes and
a significant reduction in documentation requirements and bureaucratic obligations, for
example through risk-based audit approaches. Introducing ex-ante project controls could
help reduce the common uncertainty regarding the eligibility of costs.

To ensure the effective implementation of the EU Policy Agenda for Cities, overloading
it with conditionalities of any kind should be avoided. Preconditions that are not directly
related to the funding objective create complex verification requirements, hinder efficient
goal achievement, and increase both the cost of implementation and administrative
overhead at all levels. Particularly in smaller and medium-sized cities with limited
resources, there is a real risk that eligible and strategically valuable projects may not be
carried out. Moreover, overly complex conditionalities tend to encourage "windfall
effects” rather than targeted use of funds.

Administrative simplification alone is not sufficient for the effective and sustainable
implementation of municipal transformation processes. It is equally essential to build
and strengthen administrative capacities in cities and regions over the long term. This
includes, for example, multiannual, project-specific personnel funding for specialized
departments that can focus exclusively on strategic future tasks. Especially in smaller
cities and rural areas, regional management bodies (“one-stop shops”) should be
reinforced as key interfaces for municipal functions and systematically reflected in

funding guidelines.
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A practical, simplification-oriented EU funding policy is not merely a matter of
efficiency—it is a fundamental requirement for the effectiveness and acceptance of
European funding instruments. Only if the programmes are realistically manageable for
cities can they fully unfold their potential—for the benefit of sustainable, inclusive, and

widespread urban development across Europe.



We would like to express our sincere thanks to all members and partners of the

German-Austrian URBAN Network, who contributed to the drafting of this position
paper.
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The URBAN-Network

The German-Austrian URBAN-Network has been supporting German and
Austrian cities in the implementation of integrated urban development
measures within the framework of the EU Structural Funds and beyond since
1996. In 2024, these are the following 13 member cities: Berlin, Bielefeld,
Dresden, Duisburg, Dusseldorf, Graz, Jena, Leipzig, Mannheim, Meil3en, Plauen,
Regensburg and Vienna. As a long-standing exchange platform and community
of interest for urban issues, the network is also in direct contact with political

decision-makers at national and European level. The network is supported by

the German Association for Housing, Urban Development and Regional

Planning.  Further information can be found (in German) at

https://www.deutscher-verband.org/aktivitaeten/netzwerke/urban-
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