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Inner peripheries have in common the fact that their general performance, levels of 
development, access to services of general interest, and quality of life of the population are 
relatively worse than those of their neighbouring territories. Regions that are inner peripheral 
exist as the result of multiple combinations of processes, features and evolutionary dynamics 
affecting all kinds of territories across Europe. Inner peripheries are present in almost all 
European countries. The purpose of this policy brief is to explain what inner peripheral 
regions are and where they are located in Europe; explore key development challenges and 
opportunities; explain what inner peripheries should consider when developing strategies to 
overcome their marginalising effects; and present policy recommendations at European, 
national and regional levels to support the actions of local stakeholders to deal with the 
associated challenges.

KEY POLICY MESSAGES

Inner peripheral areas can be (a) enclaves of low eco-
nomic potential, (b) areas with poor access to services  
of general interest or (c) areas experiencing a lack of 
 relational proximity. A combination of these is, of course, 
also possible.

For these areas, it is important to develop strategic insti-
tutional capacity by establishing cooperation and con-
nectedness across boundaries and making use of estab-
lished national and EU programmes. Connectedness 
generates synergies, networks and other types of links 
that allow inner peripheries to have a presence when rel-
evant decisions are made.

Developing strategic plans with an integrated 
approach, addressing in particular the need to overcome 
the lack of cooperation, appears to be important for all 

types of inner peripheries. This makes visible the specific 
needs of inner peripheries, enlarges their influence at 
higher policy decision-making levels and increases their 
development potential in general.

To support inner peripheries in developing strategic plans 
and cooperation, it is recommended that the role of inter-
mediary regional agencies or platforms is strengthened 
and that their long-term effectiveness is ensured.

Inner peripheral regions appear to have a shared percep-
tion of “being forgotten” in the national political agenda. 
Therefore, at the regional, national and European levels, 
inner peripheries need to be given the necessary politi-
cal attention and support for their development pro-
cesses to overcome their marginalising effects.
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1. 
What are inner peripheries  
and where are they located in Europe?

Understanding inner peripherality
Inner peripheral areas exist as the result of multiple 
 combinations of processes, features and evolutionary 
dynamics. This causes significant limitations in their 
development potential and affects all kinds of territories 
across Europe.

A core aspect of inner peripherality is the capacity of a 
territory to “connect” with its environment. This is deter-
mined not only by “geography” but also by relational con-
nectedness, i.e. non-spatial factors and processes. 
Relational connectedness generates synergies, networks 
and other types of links that allow regions to have a pres-
ence when relevant decisions are made.

The way local actors interact, the level of insertion in rel-
evant networks, and the capacity of local institutions, 
organisations and companies to establish links with other 
entities in contiguous territories and beyond illustrate the 
relevance of being “connected”.

A well-connected territory offers more and better possibil-
ities for development, better conditions of access to ser-
vices of general interest (SGI), and a more dynamic 
labour market capable of retaining a skilled population. All 
these advantages, in turn, generate opportunities to 
establish new connections, generating virtuous circles 
that favour better-connected territories. Conversely, 
highly “disconnected” areas, whatever the combination of 
causal processes and factors, tend to reproduce that sit-
uation over a longer time because of the evolutionary 
character of “disconnection” and its feedback effects.

Three main concepts of inner peripherality have been 
identified, each characterised by its own drivers and 
impacts and, therefore, by its own intervention possibili-
ties.

In enclaves of low economic potential (IP1) the con-
nectivity gap is the long travel time to centres of economic 
activity, leading to low “economic potential”. Responses 
need to consider improving connections to main transport 
networks through conventional infrastructure improve-
ments, logistics systems or travel cost reductions.

In areas with poor access to services of general 
 interest (IP2) the emphasis is on intra-regional service 
delivery/access, perhaps incorporating novel IT-based 
solutions. Restructuring administrative areas in search of 
scale economies may cause or worsen this type of IP.

In areas lacking relational proximity (IP3) the empha-
sis is on non-spatial factors and processes leading to  
low levels of socio-economic performance. Interventions 
suggest strengthening the interaction among local actors.

Map 1 shows the areas in Europe identified as inner 
peripheral according to one of the three concepts. For 
each area, the main drivers provoking peripheralisation 
are indicated as follows:

1.  areas where the main driver is a poor economic or 
demographic situation (IP1 and IP3) (46 % of the total);

2.  areas whose main driver is poor access to services 
and/or to regional centres (IP2) (45 %); and

3.  areas showing evidence of both drivers that constitute 
acute forms of IP (IP1, IP2 and IP3), which affect 9 % 
of the total.

The map shows that peripheral areas in geographical 
terms frequently appear as inner peripheries. In addition, 
border regions, not only national but also regional, show 
a greater incidence of being inner peripheral than their 
non-frontier counterparts.

It appears that 80 % of the inner peripheries with low eco-
nomic potential (IP1) or poor accessibility (IP2) are 
located in non-urban regions, equally spread over rural 
and intermediate regions. Moreover, around half of the 
inner peripheries with poor accessibility (IP2) are found in 
mountainous regions.

Areas lacking relational proximity (IP3) are found in urban 
(32.2%) and metropolitan areas (43%) more often than 
IP1 and IP2. Processes of peripheralisation due to a poor 
socio-economic situation could apparently also affect 
“enclaves” in these territories.

The proportion of lagging regions among inner peripher-
ies also seems high, especially those lagging from a 
national perspective. Enclaves of low economic potential 
(IP1) and areas lacking relational proximity (IP3) seem to 
be more affected, which may be because these concepts 
have a more direct connection with economic perfor-
mance.
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Map 1 
Main drivers of inner peripherality
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2. 
Key development challenges of inner peripheries
An inner peripheral area has specific challenges related 
to the phenomena of peripherality. To investigate these 
specific challenges, indicators have been selected and 
analysed related to demographic, labour market and eco-
nomic tendencies.

Inner peripheries appear to be demographically dis-
advantaged compared with other regions. They show 
decreasing population, increasing old-age dependency 
and ageing, and lower ratios of children and people of 
working age. In terms of economic performance (GDP, 
GVA), inner peripheries also seem to be at a greater dis-

advantage, although their positions are not clearly unfa-
vourable regarding entrepreneurship and access-to-SGI 
indicators. In terms of the labour market (unemployment, 
inactivity rates), inner peripheries are in moderate or 
even, in some cases, favourable positions. However, the 
out-migration of young and skilled populations is per-
ceived as a particular problem.

These insights have been obtained by looking at the 
development over time of multiple indicators and at the 
relative position of inner peripheral areas compared with 
other regions.
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Population dynamics
Inner peripheries are more disadvantaged regarding 
demographic processes, e.g. they have a bigger share of 
shrinking regions. Negative position shifts of population 
dynamics in inner peripheries are more striking than in 
other national territories, which might draw attention to 
the current demographic vulnerabilities of these territo-

ries, and potentially outline their future socio-economic 
risks.

Differences in demographic tendencies are mostly found 
between inner peripheral areas of Western (more  frequent 
positive dynamics) and East Central Europe (higher 
 probability of out-migration and shrinkage) (Map 2).

Map 2  
Development paths of inner peripheries regarding population dynamics  
(2000–2015)
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Unemployment rate
IP regions are not disadvantaged in terms of unemploy-
ment: many had low rates at the beginning of the 2000s 
and have still had low to moderate levels of unemploy-
ment in recent years. The stable situation of IP regions 
regarding unemployment rates is also shown by the fact 
that about 80 % of these areas had moderate growth or a 
decrease in unemployment rates (Map 3). In general, the 
majority of European regions kept their advantages or 
disadvantages during this period.

Most of the inner peripheral areas that had a continuous 
increase in unemployment rates from 2002 to 2016 are in 

Austria, Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the 
United Kingdom. Major shifts in unemployment rates 
highlight those inner peripheral areas whose labour 
 markets were hit harder by the effects of the economic 
crisis of 2008. Some of them supposedly returned to a 
more favourable path after the first shocks (e.g. regions of 
Bulgaria, Poland, Slovakia and Spain), whereas others  
– all of them in the Mediterranean area – had to face 
 bigger shocks or a prolonged impact that continues today 
(e.g. Greek inner peripheries).

Map 3 
Development paths of inner peripheries regarding unemployment rate  
(among persons aged 15 years or more) (2002–2016) 
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Economic performance
Position shifts in GDP per inhabitant between 2000 and 
2015 generally show the somewhat locked positions of 
regions in Europe in general. Most of the European 
regions remained in their original positions relative to the 
EU-28 average. The inner peripheral regions are clearly 
disadvantaged compared with other regions. Their eco-
nomic performance usually lags behind that of other 
national territories, a situation that has not really changed 
since 2000.

Regional variations in development paths of inner periph-
eries regarding economic performance from 2000 to 2015 
show uptrend dynamics for inner peripheral areas in East 
Central Europe (the Baltic States, Poland, Slovakia, 
Romania and Bulgaria). This, however, reflects tenden-
cies affecting all regions in these parts of Europe. 
Downtrend dynamics and negative shifts can be found in 
French, Italian Spanish and Greek peripheral territories 
(Map 4).

Map 4 
Development paths of inner peripheries regarding GDP per inhabitant  
(in purchasing power standards) (2000–2015) 
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3.  
Development strategies to overcome  
the marginalising effects of inner peripheries 
Much of the recent discourse on regional development 
has emphasised the role of urban areas as “engines of 
growth”, powered by agglomerative advantages. The 
expectation is that this radiates beneficial effects to their 
hinterlands through “spillover” and “spread” effects. In a 
general sense, inner peripheries are places “left behind” 
by, or excluded from, this process.

Inner peripherality can be associated with poor perfor-
mance or marginalisation. It can be identified, character-
ised and overcome if proper strategies are planned and 
implemented.

A strategy to ameliorate or reverse the process of periph-
eralisation requires a focused intervention logic and 
appropriate integrated implementation structures devel-
oped within the local, regional and national governance 
systems, and needs to be pragmatic, exploiting existing 
policy frameworks and available “levers” to achieve 
impact.

Building a strategy should start with identifying the issues 
associated with the inner peripheralisation of an area and 

trying to understand the triggers and drivers. A specific 
focus should then be put on those processes that are 
driven by inadequate connectedness of some form, 
because this is what distinguishes an IP from other kinds 
of marginal region. The challenge then is to find drivers 
that can make a change at an early stage and that turn 
around the “spiralling-down” processes of inner peripher-
ies.

Note that, although each of the three IP concepts has 
distinctive characteristics, they have in common a focus 
on the need to enhance different forms of connectedness.

Intervention logic
An intervention logic provides an overarching rationale 
that can help to steer policy. To ensure that it addresses 
the relevant weaknesses and potential, it is important to 
have a clear understanding of the specific place-based 
assets and limitations and also of the way forward.

Each of the three inner periphery concepts forms its own 
basis for an intervention logic. 

CONCEPT 1 

Enclaves of low economic potential

Figure 1 
Outline intervention logic for enclaves of low economic potential (IP1)

DRIVERS

▪ Low level of access to   
 centres of economic activity  
 (modelled as economic   
 potential)

IMPACTS

▪ Dis-agglomeration penalties  
 on economic activity, value  
 added, entrepreneurial   
 activity, growth, etc.

INTERVENTIONS

▪ Infrastructural investment

▪ Network brokerage

▪ Territorial capital

Enclaves of low economic potential are located between 
core areas. They have disadvantages associated with 
(geographical) distance to centres of economic activity 
(i.e. longer travel times and thus higher costs of travel  
to markets). This affects their potential for entrepreneur-

ship, innovation and economic growth through the cost 
and quality of labour (job matching), weakening of busi-
ness linkages and networks, lower access to sources of 
information and innovation, and weaker development  
of business services and institutions.

8 ESPON // espon.eu

Policy Brief // Inner peripheries in Europe



Potential policy responses might be of two kinds:

a)  Accessibility can be directly addressed through 
 investments in physical infrastructure, especially 
roads, rail, airports and broadband communications, 
but also investments in new types of mobility.

b)  As infrastructure investments are known to result in 
negative “pump effects”, whereby the improvements  
in connectivity benefit core areas more than inner 

peripheries, accompanying measures are necessary 
to build human, social and institutional capital. These 
are intended to give an inner periphery capacity to 
respond to the opportunities provided by increased 
access to markets and business networks. Specific 
examples of interventions could be network broker-
age, urban-rural partnerships, and a range of small- 
business/entrepreneurship advisory and support 
 services.

CONCEPT 2 

Areas with poor access to SGI

Figure 2 
Outline intervention logic for areas with poor access to SGI (IP2)

DRIVERS

▪ Poor access to Services 
 of General Interest (SGI)  

▪ New Public Management,  
 austerity, rationalisation

IMPACTS

▪ Low levels of well-being, 
 or quality of life

▪ Out-migration, leading 
 to demographic ageing,   
 economic stagnation, etc.

INTERVENTIONS

▪ Information technology

▪ Social innovation

▪ Governance reform

▪ Enhancements to 
 residential environment

Areas affected by poor access to services of general 
interest are primarily concerned with levels of social 
well-being rather than economic development, although 
the latter may be indirectly involved. Areas affected by 
such processes may have long suffered this deprivation 
because of their remote location or sparse population. 
Alternatively, they may be areas from which the popula-
tion has drifted away in recent years, with associated 
effects on age structure, levels of economic activity, 
tax-raising potential and old-age dependency. Recent 
quests for greater cost effectiveness, the introduction  
of New Public Management approaches in local admin-
istration, and austerity are likely to have exacerbated 
these situations. At the same time, new expectations  
for services are raised by changing societal and cultural 
norms.

Forms of intervention to match this narrative of inner 
periphery formation would need to focus on innovations 

in service delivery. These would be too various and 
issue-specific to set out in detail here. However, most 
would feature one or more of the following:

a)  use of new technology to overcome geographical 
 distance (telemedicine, online administration, etc.);

b)  reconfiguration of the responsibility for delivering 
 certain services from the public sector to the third 
 sector, social enterprise or the community, often 
involving some form of social innovation;

c)  attempts to encourage population retention by 
enhancing residential environments and local 
 facilities, and by making general improvements 
designed to increase well-being;

d)  restructuring of local governance to facilitate greater 
coherence between a range of providers, and greater 
responsiveness to the needs of inner peripheries.
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CONCEPT 3 

Areas experiencing non-spatial peripheralisation processes

Figure 3 
Outline intervention logic for areas suffering peripheralisation (IP3)

DRIVERS

▪ Low levels of "organised   
 proximity” – poor 
 connectedness with global  
 economic circuits 

▪ Deficit of political and   
 administrative power

IMPACTS

▪ Economic stagnation

▪ Low levels of entrepreneur- 
 ship and innovation

▪ Out-migration, depleted  
  human capital

▪ Low levels of social capital

INTERVENTIONS

▪ Network brokerage

▪ Strengthening of 
 "soft territorial capital"

▪ Measures to strengthen   
 exogenous linkages/
 interaction

This concept illustrates how an inner periphery may be 
formed by a less tangible process of “peripheralisation”, 
a kind of “territorial exclusion” that does not necessarily 
reflect geographical remoteness. Here, “peripherali-
sation” has a broader focus, encompassing social 
 processes and governance in addition to economic 
 development. The relative importance of economic 
development versus social well-being or governance  
is likely to vary from case to case. However, it seems 
probable that aspects of both recent and more distant 
cultural and institutional legacies of economic structures 
and structural change play a key role, inhibiting the 
development of interaction and connectedness in 
 various ways. Long-established configurations of 
 governance and power probably play a part. On the 
other hand, relatively sudden discontinuities that are 

 difficult to adjust to, such as the accession of formerly 
socialist countries to the EU, are widely acknowledged 
as part of the process of disempowering this kind of 
inner periphery.

The diverse and multifaceted nature of this kind of inner 
periphery underlines the importance of focused case 
study work to explore these.

Following the logic of the above narrative suggests that 
policy prescriptions for this kind of inner periphery are 
likely to address “softer” aspects of the socio-economic 
milieu. This implies interventions designed to strengthen 
all forms of exogenous interaction, in turn strengthening 
networks that deliver greater capacity for economicdevel-
opment (overlapping with the first narrative above) and 
social/community well-being (as in the SGI narrative). 

 

Integrated approach
Interventions will profit from an integrated policy approach 
to limiting “pump effects” whereby core areas benefit 
more than inner peripheries. An integrated approach 
appears to be important for all types of IP. Specifically, it 
should address the need to overcome the lack of cooper-
ation and enhance cooperative schemes to increase 
interaction within the IP region and with other spaces. 
The level of outside interaction, although very diverse, is 
considered highly influential.

Cooperation could also be established by asking local 
stakeholders to think across established boundaries and 
paths. Although long-term, established, local-to-local 
cooperation can be a good basis, effective cooperation 

can also be built up on the basis of current common chal-
lenges and involve different governance levels, e.g. for 
tackling questions of lagging mobility and digital infra-
structures.

To overcome fragmentation in action, integrated strate-
gies need to address the various components that lead to 
IP processes. In general, no single aspect is responsible 
for IP processes (alone), and challenges extend to a 
number of interrelated aspects of socio-economic and 
cultural development. Hence, strategies should address 
the most common features of IP processes and monitor 
how the observed regions fare using indicators to meas-
ure the following processes:
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 ▪ high levels of out-migration, in particular among young 
people;

 ▪ a strong relation of the economic sector to traditional 
activities and/or monostructural economic activity;

 ▪ a weak local and regional institutional basis that lacks 
experience and understanding of cooperation, collabo-
ration and cohesion targeting;

 ▪ a low skill level among the labour force and limited 
attractiveness to the external workforce;

 ▪ a sense of being neglected by policy actors, objectives 
and programmes as well as national (or trans-regional) 
spatial perspectives.

In developing a policy rationale for inner peripheral areas, 
it is essential to be pragmatic. In the real world, two, or all 
three, types of inner peripherality process may coexist, 
alongside other causes of underdevelopment, in complex 
hybrid cycles of decline that are unique to their locational 
context.

IP regions are therefore advised to consider the following:

 ▪ Each IP region has to elaborate its own place-specific 
strategies. Regions can, of course, learn from action 
taken by other, similar IP regions on how their process 
could be organised, which steps it should include and 
which interventions can be used.

 ▪ A region should look for specific resource allocation 
from operational programmes, as well as from those 
that have no specific territorial targeting. It would seem 
opportune to earmark some of those programmes’ 
financial plans for subregional territories facing chal-
lenges in demography, access to services and local 
development, as this would guarantee the necessary 
resources to develop integrated and multisectoral pro-
jects in these areas.

 ▪ To face the peripheralisation process efficiently, the 
intervention promoted by EU programmes should be 
complemented by national programmes.

 ▪ IP regions are recommended to consider all steps for 
regional policy integration when building their regional 
development strategies (Figure 4).

 ▪ The first five steps are interrelated. They influence 
each other, and they have to be continuously sus-
tained and supported when designing a regional 
 strategy.

 ▪ Finally, action at IP level has to be seconded by larger 
administrative levels to become effective (step 6).

Figure 4 
Steps for regional policy integration
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Tools to support strategies for IPs
Local connectedness and interaction can be pursued 
successfully by making use of established national and 
EU programmes. For example, LEADER/community-led 
local development (CLLD) programmes can be used by 
local stakeholders as a vehicle to enhance cooperation. 
These are reported to be particularly successful when 
bundling a local economy-oriented project and linking this 
to a wider supra-regional market, be it through a special-
ised product or through the creation of a positive regional 
image.
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EXAMPLE 
A particularly successful example of employing  
LEADER to combat peripheralisation is provided by  
the Italian case study. A group of local stakeholders 
involved in  bergamot production and processing used 
the programme to establish a platform of action and 
 connection to the wider market, “jumping over” the 
 hindrances to development in regional administrative 
structures. 

EXAMPLE 
A similarly positive application of the LEADER 
 programme was reported in the Polish case study  
with regard to strengthening local networking and  
action capacity.

Four kinds of policy instrument have been identified for 
local strategies to receive policy support in the context of 
inner peripheries: (a) integrated territorial investments 
(ITI), (b) CLLD, (c) other forms of integrated approaches 
funded by EU programmes (e.g. a territorial pact or an 
integrated value chain scheme) and (d) some national/
regional approaches. These different forms of a place-

based approach are usually perceived (by people inter-
viewed at local level) as more suitable than the territorially 
blind mainstream programmes for local development and 
social needs.

Local development strategies allow several advantages 
for IPs, including earmarking financial resources on a 
relatively small territorial scale and in a programming 
period; having interlinked projects instead of independent 
and isolated projects; designing and implementing at the 
relevant scale and possibly adapting to changes in the 
local situation; and an opportunity to design a strategy 
encompassing economic development and access to ser-
vices.

EXAMPLE 
The Austrian case study area provides an example  
of a regional cooperation across national borders,  
which has reactivated the area’s former links to 
 Slovenia. This trans-national cooperation is fostered 
through the EUSALP programme and includes 
 engagement in the cross-border CLLD programme. 

CASE STUDY

Siegen-Wittgenstein, Germany (IP2)

Siegen-Wittgenstein has approximately 280 800 inhabit-
ants and a population density of 243 people per km². 
The district is located in the state North Rhine-West-
phalia in Germany and consists of two parts: the former 
district Siegen and the former district Wittgenstein. 
These two districts were separate until 1975. The region 
is considered an IP according to IP2, with low access  
to centres and services, but still has good economic 
potential and has not yet been depleted.

Challenges: The area is characterised by rather stable 
economic development, being home to manufacturing 
and production industries. However, it faces challenges 
regarding (a) the management of demographic change 
and the supply of skilled workers, (b) the adjustment  
of traffic and data infrastructures to current standards 

and (c) the adaptation of planning system structures  
for dealing more effectively with challenges in the rural, 
sparsely populated and border regions.

Actions taken: A new regional structural development 
programme, REGIONALE, was set up by the federal 
state. REGIONALE seemed to have established a 
 valuable and effective cooperation platform to integrate 
local development concepts, to learn from each other, 
and to gain visibility, recognition and influence regarding 
higher governance levels. It also provided a linkage 
between the district and the federal state that was previ-
ously lacking. Such stable and effective networks on  
the local as well as on the regional level are considered 
the most powerful resource for tackling peripheralisation 
(ESPON 2017).

CASE STUDY

Montsià, Spain (IP3)

Montsià County is located in Catalonia in eastern Spain. 
The area has 67 646 inhabitants and a population den-
sity of 92 inhabitants per km2. It has 12 municipalities 
grouped into two distinct geographical zones: a moun-
tainous zone and an axis connecting the Ebro River and 

the Mediterranean coast. The region is considered an IP 
according to IP3, having a lack of relational proximity, 
although, in addition, its accessibility and economic 
potential are not very good.
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Challenges: At the regional level, there has traditionally 
been a lack of policy arenas to debate, share and 
expose supra-municipal or municipal problems. As the 
main powers are assigned to the Catalan government, 
or to the regional government of Tarragona, local gov-
ernments are far from decision-making centres. In 
 addition, their competences regarding certain issues are 
very limited. Therefore, there is little debate and a lack  
of strong political and economic cooperation networks  
at this territorial scale, which are needed to solve their 
socio-economic disconnection from main regional deci-
sion centres that leads, for example, to low provision of 
health and education.

Actions taken: Over several steps and organisational 
forms, the Montsià 2026 Strategy was developed, a 
cooperation framework for technical, institutional and pri-
vate actors. This strategy contains interesting incentives 

for economic reactivation and employment. In addition,  
a sound communication strategy has been developed  
to successfully involve local actors and promote public 
participation.

It started in 2003 at the local level with the creation of 
the “Taula del Sénia”, a grouping of 27 municipalities 
near the Sénia River. The grouping provided a meeting 
point for debate, networking and cooperation towards 
improving the quality of life and well-being of the local 
population. In 2011, the Catalan government started  
a programme addressing employment promotion and 
local development policies in seven counties including 
Montsià. This resulted in the “Montsià Actiu”, an occupa-
tion and training programme that has been the basis for 
reversing some peripheralisation trends and developing 
a common vision and a shared territorial strategy 
(ESPON 2017). 

4.  
Policy recommendations
The key policy recommendations for dealing with the phe-
nomenon of inner peripherality are derived from the find-
ings of the analyses and case studies of the PROFECY 
project. They are presented for four geographical scales: 
local, regional, national and EU.

LOCAL LEVEL

Develop strategic institutional capacity
An influential and decisive factor for breaking downward 
cycles, changing routines and reversing trends is the 
institutional capacity at the local level. This can success-
fully be pursued in different organisational forms and for 
different monofunctional or multifunctional purposes:

 ▪ Making use of established national and EU pro-
grammes: For example, LEADER/CLLD programmes 
can be applied by local stakeholders to enhance coop-
eration and improve local self-governance. These are 
reported to be particularly successful when linking  
a local economy-oriented project to a wider supra- 
regional market, be it through a specialised product  
or through the creation of a positive regional image.

 ▪ Establishing new horizontal cooperation: Local stake-
holders are asked to think across established bounda-

ries and paths. Some of them are successful in estab-
lishing new SGI catchment areas to provide improved 
and more efficient service delivery and accessibility.

 ▪ Establishing new vertical cooperation: Effective coop-
eration between local stakeholders can also be built 
on common challenges and involve different govern-
ance levels, e.g. for tackling questions of lagging 
mobility and digital infrastructures.

Improve service provision
To improve service provision, it is important to involve 
new ways and combinations of measures incorporating 
socially innovative models of service delivery and novel 
IT-based solutions. This can be organised at the local 
level through:

 ▪ social innovation processes and spatial restructuring, 
so that services can be accessed in places formerly 
inaccessible or services are brought to places where 
they were previously unavailable or under threat of 
becoming unavailable;

 ▪ activating civil society and letting it take over activities 
and tasks formerly provided by public or economic 
stakeholders and, through this, compensating for 
 otherwise economically unsustainable markets;
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 ▪ responsibly allowing market-driven solutions to take 
over and by transferring responsibility to private 
households;

 ▪ making use of adapted digital solutions to support or 
complement the above, going beyond the already 
established fields of digital shopping and administra-
tion infrastructures.

Connect territorial capital
When reflecting the localities’ territorial capital, local pol-
icy makers could adopt an explicit focus on connected-
ness and interaction capacity. Territorial capital can take 
diverse forms. Local stakeholders should consider the 
following fields for detecting specific strengths of their IP 
area:

 ▪ Skills, specialised products or industries inherent in 
the local labour market and economic institutions and 
related to the labour market.

 ▪ Social features such as powerful, constructive cooper-
ation or the ability of network and resource brokerage 
to support the attraction of external labour force to the 
region, or joint initiatives for qualifying the local labour 
force. In response to deficits in service provision, it 
might involve new ways and combinations of meas-
ures incorporating novel IT-based solutions.

 ▪ Cultural legacies that might strengthen feelings  
of belonging and create visibility beyond the IP.

 ▪ Specific natural assets or infrastructures that might 
provide the essential basis for development and com-
petitiveness if further acknowledged and developed.

EXAMPLE 
The case of Vimmerby provides a good example  
of making use of a local cultural legacy. Efforts to  
capitalise on the local area’s relationship to the 
 well-known author Astrid Lindgren were successful  
in branding Vimmerby for tourism.

EXAMPLE 
The Hungarian case study allowed insights into how 
locally available infrastructures and skills can gain  
in value again after a phase of economic downturn. 
Industrial production sites are used to attract com- 
panies from other areas to the case study locality  
and to create jobs that in turn decrease the need for 
commuting and improve the well-being of the local 
inhabitants.

REGIONAL LEVEL

Strengthen the role of intermediary  
regional agencies or platforms
Regional stakeholders are recommended to create, or 
use existing, regional platforms to facilitate exchange, 
decision-making, implementation and evaluation. While 
many regions include some activities to establish relevant 
regional platforms, the long-term effectiveness of these 
platforms has to be nurtured by a dedicated institution 
and political commitment. Such a platform fulfils purposes 
such as:

 ▪ coordinating efforts from below and providing a 
 platform to develop a common understanding of the 
important topics and goals of the peripheralisation 
 situation and beyond;

 ▪ providing a conceptual framework that links develop-
ment plans at the local, regional and supra-regional 
levels;

 ▪ negotiating peripheralisation issues such as resources 
and infrastructure provision or representation and 
 network integration with upper decision-making levels 
and giving the IPs a voice in decision-making fora;

 ▪ providing a permanent and balanced platform for 
 monitoring and evaluation.

EXAMPLE 
A platform has been established in the case study  
of Siegen-Wittgenstein, Germany.

Create a comprehensive institutionalised 
vision of synergies and complementarities
At the regional level, it is also recommended that strategic 
plans or regional perspectives or visions are developed 
through regional cooperation. With regard to the percep-
tion of the region as an IP, it is particularly important to link 
trans-regional contacts, exchange experiences and 
strengthen regional assessment of local assets, with a 
specific focus on natural amenities and regionally distinct 
features. This would:

 ▪ generate more visibility for the challenges in inner 
peripheral localities and create attention for their spe-
cific needs – be it physical connectivity, SGI access or 
support for organised proximity;

 ▪ increase positive visibility and locality branding of the 
affected regions;

 ▪ solve urgent problems, for example by retaining or 
attracting skilled workers by connecting companies, 
voicing interest in training facilities or providing a clear 
and positive image of the current and future local 
working and living conditions;

14 ESPON // espon.eu

Policy Brief // Inner peripheries in Europe



 ▪ foster innovation through R&D and SME development 
by elaborating clear goals and ambitions, and defining 
supportive structures; and

 ▪ strengthen regional cooperation and mutual support. 

EXAMPLE 
A good example is the development of the Montsià  
2026 Strategy in the Spanish case study. 

NATIONAL LEVEL

Pay political attention to inner peripheries
There is a common perception among political stakehold-
ers in inner peripheries of “being forgotten” in the national 
political agenda in a twofold sense. On the one hand, it is 
difficult to get sufficient attention and support from higher 
political levels for dealing with the specific challenges of 
their region. On the other hand, there is a feeling of being 
little connected to the decision-making policy arenas at 
higher policy levels, and thus not being able to influence 
future agenda-setting processes. Therefore, it is recom-
mended that the national level should open or create 
communication channels to decision-making levels for IP 
regions.

EXAMPLE 
Italian national policy already pays particular  attention  
to “inner areas”, which are far from the larger urbanised 
areas, lack essential services and face demographic 
challenges.

Monitor and support access to funding
National governments are advised to pay political atten-
tion to the presence of inner peripheries in their national 
context. They should investigate how these might be bet-
ter targeted in existing programmes and monitor their 
development. Existing programmes should be reconsid-
ered in terms of their adaptability to IPs’ special needs, 
such as out-migration, demographic change, lack of 
skilled workforce, insufficient SGI provision or unsuitable 
connectivity. As a further step, they could even consider 
positive discrimination in favour of IP areas to break a 
downward spiral, e.g. in issues of digitalisation.

EXAMPLE 
German spatial planning law stipulates “comparable 
 living conditions across all areas”, meaning not that 
there must be the same level of SGI provision or of 
 infrastructure everywhere but that all areas can develop 
their specific quality of life. This provides a solid basis  
for discussing the issues of spatial  justice and spatial 
 differentiation.

Support decentralisation of decision-making
Consider the subdelegation of competencies and 
resources to the lowest possible regional/local level to 
allow cooperative governance and strategy building that 
is sensitive to local specificities. This could ensure greater 
ownership of and responsibility for how funds are allo-
cated.

EU LEVEL

Improve access and transparency
It is recommended that local stakeholders accessing 
supra-local funds are promoted on the basis of locally 
defined priorities and a place-based approach. IP-specific 
indicators such as out-migration, population dynamics 
and a lack of skilled workers should be considered as 
new criteria for allocation of funding. In addition, stabilis-
ing rather than growth-oriented goals should be accepted 
in funding future schemes.

Simplify implementation
IP areas should be relieved of the administrative and 
accountability burden that accompanies the implementa-
tion of EU policies and programmes, as these disadvan-
tage IP areas disproportionally compared with more 
 integrated areas. Control of compliance with rules and 
legality should not overshadow attention to the quality  
of interventions and to their impact with regard to over-
coming or reversing peripheralisation processes.
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