
Territorial Cohesion and Border Areas

Roswitha Ruidisch

INTRODUCTION 

Border areas are often described as “laboratories” for European cohesion, 
as places where European policymakers can experiment (KEG 2009: 15; 
Rippl et al. 2009). Sometimes they are also called “petites Europes,” where 
processes of change common to all of Europe can be seen taking place on a 
smaller scale (Luschny 2009: 28). Problems of cohesion, too, are more ev-
ident on a scale smaller than that of the European Union or nation-states, 
so border areas and other sub-national levels would seem the appropriate 
level to direct our observations. Border areas that straddle the old border 
dividing western and eastern Europe are especially interesting places, for 
here disparities are stark and easily seen. Differences and disparities of-
fer opportunities for action in politics, economics, culture, environment, 
and social welfare. Concerning the interests of politics, border areas are 
crucial test areas for the instruments of European Regional Policy. One of 
the central aims of Regional Policy is to reduce disparities and contribute 
to cohesion in the EU. Cohesion, in the understanding of the European 
Union, focuses mainly on regional development. Given that European Re-
gional Policy received the second largest share of the EU budget between 
2007 and 2013, one might expect that EU Regional Policy exerted great 
deal of influence on cohesion in the European Union.

Cohesion may be interpreted as economic, social, or territorial cohe-
sion. Territorial cohesion is the least well defined of the three. As it is 
the most recently added goal of Europe’s cohesion policy, there is no clear 
understanding of what territorial cohesion will mean and no common un-
derstanding of which policies best promote it and what effects they have. 
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In this paper I will therefore analyze the concepts of “territorial cohesion” 
and “territorial capital,” and I will show how these apply to border areas 
using the example of the Czech-German border area.

TERRITORIAL COHESION: ORIGINS AND SIGNIFICANCE 

“Territorial cohesion” is a relatively new term, coined in the context of 
European Regional Policy. There has been little time for interpreting the 
new term and its meaning relative to its two component words “territory” 
and “cohesion.” Not surprisingly, the term has been interpreted in many 
different ways. Below, some of the main interpretations are reviewed.

Origins 

The term “territorial cohesion” was used in an official document first in 
the Amsterdam Treaty 1997. At that time, territorial cohesion was associat-
ed with services of general economic interest. Territorial cohesion within 
this context was supposed to counteract the liberalization of public services 
and therefore contribute to the maintenance of standards of living and help 
keep less populous regions competitive (Faludi 2009). The term has been 
used often in European political debates since the early 2000s. The Second 
Report on economic and social cohesion in 2001, for example, devoted an 
entire chapter to territorial cohesion. It included a statement supporting 
balanced development and described the development problems of specific 
regions. Border regions and their specific development situation were also 
mentioned. In 2004, the Third Report on economic and social cohesion 
noted for the first time that there is no clear definition of “territorial cohe-
sion.” Territorial cohesion was torn at that time between the two opposing 
goals of European Regional Policy, competitiveness and balanced develop-
ment. The issue of territorial cohesion and how to interpret it as an objec-
tive and as a concept had been discussed long before it was anchored in the 
Treaty of Lisbon (2009) as an objective equal in priority to economic and 
social cohesion (Article 3 [3], TEU). In 2005, the planners Wil Zonneveld 
and Bas Waterhout, for example, suggested that territorial cohesion “will 
feed into existing EU policies by adding a territorial dimension to them, 
thereby making them more effective and efficient” (Zonneveld/Waterhout 
2005: 18). But being nothing more than a “territorial dimension” was for 
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many interested parties not enough. After territorial cohesion was added 
to the Treaty of Lisbon in 2009, it became a buzzword for politicians and 
researchers involved in European Regional Policy. During the preparation 
of the European constitution, territorial cohesion was the subject of intense 
lobbying (Robert 2007) and it gained supporters with a variety of interests 
and views (Böhme 2005; Faludi 2006; Finka 2007; Schön 2005).

The controversial discussion about the term covers a wide range of 
concerns, further contributing to a lack of precision in its definition (Fa-
ludi 2005b: 3; David 2007: 10). The explanation of the planner Jacques 
Roberts for this problem is that “[…] a definition cannot be derived from 
current or past practice, because territorial cohesion has so far hardly been 
applied concretely as an operational policy concept” (Robert 2007: 23). An-
other outcome of the discussion that territorial cohesion has taken on a 
normative coloring, being associated with ideals like equity (Faludi 2005b: 
5; Böhme et al. 2008: 1), solidarity (Böhme et al. 2008: 1-3), social welfare, 
or harmonious development (Battis/Kersten 2009: 10; CEC 2008). Terri-
torial cohesion also has been linked to questions concerning the quality of 
the territorial structure within the European Union. Achieving territorial 
cohesion requires accounting for spatial needs like accessibility, gover-
nance, sustainability, balanced development, services of general economic 
interest, or spatial planning (Böhme et al. 2008:3; David 2007: 5ff.). The 
planner Philippe Doucet is quite disenchanted with the term “territorial 
cohesion”: “As for those outside this inner circle of specialized planning 
experts and officials, we can probably assume that they care little about 
territorial cohesion […] Territorial cohesion is probably an unimportant 
esoteric ideal to many ordinary EU citizens” (Doucet 2006: 1475). 

The Commission reacted to the critics in 2008 with a Green Paper on 
territorial cohesion entitled “Turning territorial diversity into strength.” 
This paper launched a public discussion, inviting interested parties to 
comment on a set of questions in order to arrive at a definition of territo-
rial cohesion. The effort produced no clear definition, but three narratives 
associated with “territorial cohesion” dominated this and other discus-
sions: balanced development, competitiveness, and sustainability.

Narratives of Territorial Cohesion 

Territorial cohesion has various meanings. However, the basic idea of ter-
ritorial cohesion is very similar to the basic principles of regional policy: 
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balance, stability, competition, and sustainability. As territorial cohesion 
is an aim of the European Regional Policy, it is heading in a similar di-
rection: “[T]he concept of territorial cohesion builds bridges between eco-
nomic effectiveness, social cohesion and ecological balance” (CEC 2008). 
Below, the aspects of balanced development, competitiveness, and sustain-
ability are analyzed with respect to their meaning for territorial cohesion.

Territorial Cohesion and the Aim of Balanced Development

Regional differences in living standards increased with every enlargement 
of the European Union. Therefore, one of the main aims of European Re-
gional Policy is to balance regional disparities. Balanced development is 
measured in per capita GDP. Another central goal is that citizens and 
economic stakeholders have equal access to “services of general econom-
ic interest” (GD Regionalpolitik 2004: 3), regardless of where they live. 
The planner Kai Böhme and others state this goal more precisely: “A vital 
precondition for balanced development is access to a minimum standard 
of infrastructures and services” (Böhme 2008: 3). The challenge of terri-
torial cohesion is to improve the development of disadvantaged regions, 
to promote an effective use of the instruments of regional policy, and to 
enhance territorial capital. All this is intended to contribute to a balanced 
development and regional cohesion.

Territorial Cohesion and the Aim of  
Competitiveness and Growth

Since the adoption of the Lisbon Strategy in 2000, EU Regional Policy has 
focused strongly on competitiveness and growth. Competitiveness as an as-
pect of territorial cohesion is relatively new. For years, the focus was rather on 
equity: “the Community shall aim at reducing disparities between the levels 
of development of the various regions and the backwardness of the least-fa-
vored regions […]” (Article 130a, TEU). Today the most competitive area of 
the European Union is the “Pentagon” area framed by the cities of London, 
Paris, Milan, Munich and Hamburg. Although this core area has different 
potentials for future development, the challenge for territorial cohesion is to 
increase the global competitiveness of Europe as a whole as well as the com-
petitiveness of individual regions outside the Pentagon (Faludi 2006: 43). In 
order to generate competitive advantages, the territorial capital of all areas 
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should be used. Therefore the ball is in the court of the regions themselves: 
the focus is on regions and their unique, endogenous territorial capital. This 
contrasts with earlier assumptions in regional policy, whereby cities were 
seen as the only motors of the economy and of regional development. 

Territorial Cohesion and Sustainabilit y 

In response to the strongly business-oriented Lisbon Strategy, the Gothen-
burg Strategy followed in 2001. This strategy is dedicated to sustainable de-
velopment and takes the European environmental discourse into account. 
If the idea of sustainable development is transferred to territorial cohesion, 
it is then often linked to spatial planning. Some authors, like the planner 
Carl-Heinz David (David 2007: 12), even ascribe to territorial cohesion the 
role of a new European Spatial Development Policy. Sustainable territorial 
cohesion promotes the protection of nature and cultural heritage as well 
as polycentricity. The protection of ecologically sensitive areas in dense-
ly populated Europe is thought to be necessary because these areas are 
often threatened by urban development. To reduce urban sprawl and to 
enhance sustainable economic development, polycentric spatial structures 
are thought essential by planners (Battis/Kersten 2009: 11). The task of ter-
ritorial cohesion is, in this sense, to create good development opportunities 
for urban areas, small and medium-sized cities, and rural areas. It should 
contribute to balanced, sustainable development (Faludi 2005a: 107). Poly-
centric spatial structures are supported by appropriate infrastructure (Da-
vid 2007: 11) and make use of the territorial capital of the regions.

As the analysis of the different interpretations of territorial cohesion 
shows, there is a wide range of contents but a clear definition is missing.

The related problem is easy to grasp: as there is no clear target, it is 
not possible to put target-oriented measures, and it is also impossible to 
accurately evaluate the measures taken and to improve them. There is a 
curtain drawn over this problem as the European Union creates its own 
criteria for evaluation and thus purports itself sovereignty over the inter-
pretation of success and failure of its policy for themselves. Good exam-
ples for this procedure are the ‘Reports of Economic and Social Cohesion’ 
which have been published since 1996. 

Every interpretation of territorial cohesion described above stresses 
the link of territorial capital to successful regional development. But what 
is territorial capital and how can it be exploited?

https://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839424421.95 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839424421.95
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Roswitha Ruidisch100

THE CEMENT OF TERRITORIAL COHESION:  
TERRITORIAL CAPITAL

The term “territorial capital” was introduced in conjunction with the term 
“territorial cohesion.” Very roughly, territorial capital comprises the as-
sets and limits of a territory. As Europe’s territories have very different 
characters, territorial capital also is associated with “European territorial 
diversity” (Böhme et al. 2008: 1). This kind of diversity is an important 
asset, which policy makers wish to transform into strength. This was one 
of the main points of the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion in 2008: 
“Increasingly, competitiveness and prosperity depend on the capacity of 
the people and businesses located there to make the best use of all territo-
rial assets” (CEC 2008).

What is Territorial Capital? 

Territorial capital is the territorial potential of an area: “Each area has a 
specific capital – its ‘territorial capital’ – that is distinct from that of other 
areas[…]” (OECD 2001: 15). Therefore territorial fragilities are not seen as po-
tentials at first sight. In a more economic sense, territorial capital might also 
be described as its “comparative advantage” (Böhme et al. 2008: 3), as territo-
rial capital can make investments in one region more effective than in other 
regions. Territorial capital is thus the basis for endogenous growth in cities 
and regions. Economic growth is generated from an area’s potential, and a 
region’s welfare depends crucially on its ability to make use of its unique 
regional development potentials. The distinct set of territorial potentials that 
contribute to territorial capital can be factors such as natural and cultural 
values. Other factors are an area’s ability to integrate and connect to other ar-
eas (David 2007: 10), which implies accessibility and infrastructure. The Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development has divided these 
factors into numerous types, all of which are referred to as territorial capital: 

These factors may include the area’s geographical location, size, factor of pro-

duction endowment, climate, traditions, natural resources, quality of life or the 

agglomeration economies provided by its cities, but may also include its busi-

ness incubators and industrial districts or other business networks that reduce 

transaction costs. Other factors may be “untraded interdependencies” such as 

understandings, customs and informal rules that enable economic actors to work 
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together under conditions of uncertainty, or the solidarity, mutual assistance and 

co-opting of ideas that often develop in clusters of small and medium-sized enter-

prises working in the same sector (social capital). Lastly, according to Marshall, 

there is an intangible factor, “something in the air”, called the “environment” and 

which is the outcome of a combination of institutions, rules, practices, producers, 

researchers and policy-makers, that make a certain creativity and innovation pos-

sible (OECD 2001: 15).

Territorial capital is useless without people and businesses that use it lo-
cally. It is they who have the best knowledge of their territories, and they 
who best know how to make the most of its inherent features (Böhme et 
al. 2008: 2; CEC 2008). In order to get local and regional actors involved, 
a new approach called “stakeholder policy” has been introduced (David 
2007: 8). This approach is, in fact, necessary because the European Union 
has no legal competence for European Regional Policy and therefore no 
competence to promote territorial cohesion. The EU gives financial incen-
tives to addressees with the intention of persuading them to voluntarily 
implement EU territorial cohesion policies.

Measures for Actualizing Territorial Capital 

Territorial cohesion lays the groundwork for the political regulation of 
space. Policy interventions to support regional development do so by “re-
specting its fragilities” and using its “unrecognized or underexploited po-
tentials” (Böhme et al. 2008: 2). Because European territories possess a 
great variety of territorial capital, one-size-fits-all development strategies 
will unlikely achieve territorial cohesion. In order to make the most of 
their inherent potential, tailor-made measures are necessary.

Political documents of the EU, like the Green Paper on Territorial 
Cohesion, discuss measures thought to contribute to territorial cohesion 
such as cooperation, governance, and networks. These measures are 
supposed to activate territorial capital, but in order to make the most of 
territorial capital, transportation infrastructure that improves access is 
crucial (Commission of the European Communities 2008). Better infra-
structure reduces travel costs and guarantees access to markets for con-
sumers, workers, and businesses. Therefore, infrastructure development 
is more popular than ever. As a one-size-fits-all instrument, it seems to fit 
the goal of territorial cohesion, too. But this idea is not new. Studies (see 
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for example Biehl 1986) have shown that infrastructure is crucial for the 
development of regional potentials such as labor. Employment does cor-
relate with better infrastructure, hence Biehl argues that regions cannot 
achieve their highest potential without infrastructure. Unemployed capital 
could therefore become employed by the “catalyst power” of infrastructure 
(Kaufmann 1983: 420). The planner Andreas Faludi (2006: 42) also illus-
trates in the 1999 document, European Spatial Development Perspective 
(ESDP), that infrastructure was a decisive instrument of “spatial cohesion.” 
Recent studies show that infrastructure can promote the development of 
regional potential, but not automatically (Schaffer/Siegele 2008: 130). The 
European Union thus declared that “a good transport system in itself is 
not sufficient to ensure regional development. The effect of investment in 
transport […] infrastructure on economic performance also depends on the 
region’s capacity to use it efficiently […].” (Europäische Kommission 2010: 
55). So what is “the region’s capacity,” then? The economist Roberto Ca-
magni (2006: 62) argues for “new models of territorial governance” that 
integrate various levels of territorial management and control. Territori-
al governance should involve the public as much as possible in decisions 
regarding territorial changes. Local bodies and municipal authorities are 
therefore important institutions because they are in direct contact with the 
inhabitants of a territory and their needs. The most important element, of-
ten neglected, is individual citizen participation (Camagni 2006: 63). The 
inhabitants of a territory, not infrastructure, represent the region’s true 
potential because only they can actualize territorial capital. This way of 
thinking goes beyond classic, distributive Regional Policy.

What has also becomes evident is the advent of a set of measures like 
new infrastructure within classic, distributive Regional Policy. The new 
aspect that is added to conventional strategies is the goal of increasing 
competitiveness, endogenous development, sustainability, and good gov-
ernance (Faludi 2006: 43). These ambitious aims in the context of territo-
rial cohesion are useless without taking people into consideration. Areas 
that are affected by transport infrastructures need local players who make 
use of both transport infrastructure and territorial capital. As infrastruc-
ture connections between eastern and western Europe were cut after the 
Second World War, border areas had only nationally oriented infrastruc-
ture for decades. The European integration process has resulted in a re-
building of cross-border infrastructure connections, making border areas 
interesting laboratories for territorial cohesion.
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BORDER ARE AS AS L ABOR ATORIES FOR  
TERRITORIAL COHESION

European integration and the establishment of the Single European Mar-
ket have made national borders more permeable. The functions and de-
velopment perspectives of national border areas have changed as a conse-
quence, as they are no longer at the edges of their respective nation-states. 
National state borders were constructed as an instrument of political pow-
er, and as the borders vanish, old strengths of the border areas become 
fragile and new potentials emerge. Border areas between western and 
eastern Europe are particularly interesting to study because very different 
levels of wealth meet in a relatively small neighborhood. The instruments 
of European Regional Policy intended to overcome regional disparities are 
especially challenged in this “laboratory”. Territorial cohesion is under 
scrutiny especially in the border areas where western and eastern Europe 
were once divided. The most commonly used instruments in border areas 
to promote cohesion include the development and expansion of transport 
infrastructure and business investment subsidies. 

The Czech-German Border Area as a Policy Laborator y

The border between Saxony and Bavaria in Germany and Bohemia is one of 
the oldest in Europe. For decades, people living on both sides of this border 
used German as their common language. Settlements and infrastructure 
on both sides of the border were connected. Until 1918, Bohemia was part 
of the Austrian monarchy and the area was inhabited by persons of many 
different nationalities. Certain parts of the Czech border area, where many 
German settlers lived, were known as “Sudetenland.” The Second World 
War changed the situation in this border area completely. At the end of the 
war, the German speaking population had to leave Sudetenland and the iron 
curtain was lowered. This process cut the roots of people and settlements 
in the border area, and road and railway connections were severed. Where-
as the Czech border area of the former Sudetenland was substantially dis-
rupted, there were few changes of population and settlement structures in 
the Saxonian and the Bavarian border areas. The iron curtain was a strong 
political dividing line between eastern and western Europe, a circumstance 
that meant that these border areas took different paths of development over 
the decades. After the fall of the iron curtain, the territorial diversity of the 
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Czech-German border areas became visible. This diversity can be regarded 
as a challenge or as an opportunity (Ahner/Fuechtner 2010: 543). 

The iron curtain cut infrastructure connections in the Czech-German 
border area, including the former transportation links between Nurem-
berg and Prague. There were motorways from Nuremberg to other points 
in Germany and from Prague to other points in the Czech Republic, but 
no connector between the countries. Given the EU’s interest in cohesion, 
Eurocorridors become an important instrument linking big cities in east-
ern and western Europe. Corridors are bundles of railway lines, motor-
ways, and other kinds of infrastructure. Eurocorridor IV connects Nurem-
berg and Prague and includes the motorway A6 in Germany and D5 in the 
Czech Republic. The gap in this motorway between Amberg (Germany) 
and Plzeň (Czech Republic) was closed in 2008, which improved the ac-
cessibility of the German-Czech border area significantly.

The Economy as a Subject of Investigation 

The main recipients of regional policy measures are private companies. 
They initiate investments and create jobs in the region and thus have a 
decisive influence on regional development. They operate under various 
conditions. They are supported by Regional Policy measures, but they also 
face the challenges of the global economy. Companies are embedded in 
the region and its local socio-institutional structures. The specific forms 
of territorial capital such as labor, infrastructure, resources, and other 
factors are used by companies to increase their competitiveness (Bathelt/
Glückler 2002: 162). In addition, companies benefit from local relation-
ships, conventions, norms, routines, attitudes, and objectives of regional 
actors (Storper 1997).

Many entrepreneurs have taken advantage of the particular situation 
of the German-Czech border area. The economy of the region of Plzeň 
is dominated by the largest manufacturer in the Czech Republic, Ško-
da Plzeň. At the end of 1989, more than 33,000 workers were employed 
there (Toušek 2005: 71). Restructuring and privatization led to thousands 
of job losses. After 1989, the Plzeň region became attractive for foreign 
investors due to its location and its labor force. The majority of FDI went 
into electronics. Panasonic, for example, began the production of televi-
sions, and Alcoa began producing electrical wiring for the car industry. 
The situation in the German border region Upper Palatinate was slightly 
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different. During the Cold War, Upper Palatinate was a marginal loca-
tion in Germany. Companies investing there received financial subsidies 
(Zonenrandförderung). The region was known as “the poor house of Bavar-
ia,” as the economy was dominated by agriculture and glass and porcelain 
manufacturing. Although the region suffered from structural changes in 
the 1980s and 1990s, some family businesses prospered. Quite a few of 
them have become hidden champions and some of them are world market 
leaders today. The study, “Zukunft Deutschland 2020” now calls Upper 
Palatinate a “high-flyer region” (Invest in Bavaria 2008).

Not the region or the border area is the addressee of infrastructure in-
vestments, but companies. Thus, it is vital to know who these companies 
are. Different branches draw on different territorial resources. Today, we 
have little knowledge about the structure of economic sectors in the Ger-
man-Czech border area. To generate an overview of the companies located 
along the new motorway A6-D5, I have mapped the industrial areas at a 
distance of up to 20 kilometers from the exits. The area I investigated lies 
between Amberg and Plzeň, the two cities that frame the Czech-German 
border. I have divided this stretch into six sectors. In the far west is the 
“Region Amberg-Sulzbach,” which is close to the city of Amberg. The “Re-
gion Naabtal’ is characterized by the intersection of the motorways A6 and 
A93. Next to it is the “Region Grenzland,” adjacent to “Region Böhmer-
wald” across the border in the Czech Republic. This area belonged to the 
“Sudetenland” areas mentioned above. During the Cold War, it was main-
ly occupied by Russian military. The “Region Stribro” is dominated by the 
city of Stribro, and the “Region Plzeň” is the area next to the city of Plzeň. 
Roughly speaking, there is a great difference in the age of companies in 
both countries. In Bavaria, family businesses have been in the region for 
years. Some of them have expanded their production locations and built 
new sites close to the new motorway. There has been nearly no FDI. In the 
Plzeň region there exist many new companies that came from outside the 
region. Most of them have settled in locations close to the new motorway 
and were financed by foreign capital.

Apart from Region Stribro, all sectors are dominated by logistics (yel-
low). The second biggest branch apart from Region Böhmerwald is the 
metal processing industry (light blue). Region Böhmerwalds’ second big-
gest branch is plastics processing (dark green), which is also dominant in 
the neighboring German sector Region Naabtal. Even more companies in 
Region Naabtal belong to the glass processing industry (grey). 
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Industrial Structure in the Czech-German Border Area

Source: Mapping by Roswitha Ruidisch, 2008-2010 
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In sum, it is interesting that all regions are dominated by more or less the 
same economic sectors. One reason for this phenomenon is cross-border 
investment by a few German, family-owned businesses. In the plastics 
processing industry the companies Gerresheimer or Inotech for example 
have their headquarters in Germany’s Upper Palatinate but have built pro-
duction sites just across the border in the Plzen region. They use the terri-
torial potential of easy access to use resources, especially low-wage labor. 
Logistics is a relatively new branch on both sides of the border. Logistics 
companies also use the locational advantages of easy access to bigger cities 
like Nuremberg or Prague.

CONCLUSION 

As stated at the beginning of the article, border areas are quite often de-
scribed as “laboratories” of European cohesion. But “the region” or the 
“border area” is not the addressee of European Regional Politics and their 
infrastructure investments. Therefore, discussions among EU actors re-
garding “regions” or “areas” are misleading. As the addressees are compa-
nies interested in making profit from resources associated with territory, 
the discussion about territorial cohesion must take them into account. 
Companies are very much interested in profiting from infrastructure in-
vestments, but they are not necessarily interested in territorial cohesion. 
Yet, the success of subsidies depends on how they are used by companies. 
Whether transport infrastructure helps to overcome regional disparities 
in border areas is questionable. Transport infrastructure is used different-
ly by different companies. Companies choose the location of investment 
for various reasons, motivated in the end by the goal of profit. Regional 
disparities may therefore be useful for companies, for example in holding 
down wages. Territorial cohesion as such is a construction of EU politi-
cians. Therefore the term has been used by different lobbyists to follow a 
range of interests. Planners want territorial cohesion to signify support for 
their interest in European spatial planning. Economists want territorial 
cohesion to signify support for competitiveness. Private firms want terri-
torial cohesion measures to subsidize their production processes. 
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