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Abstract
During the last two decades, a lot of ink has been spent in favour of narrative analysis of policy. According to such ap-
proaches, policy processes are influenced by narratives that are spread around specific ‘issues’ and lead to their solutions.
Following a similar vein, this article examines territorial cohesion as a policy narrative and how it can be perceived as a
narrative constituted by a diverse narrative structure. Territorial cohesion is a dynamic narrative that changes through time.
As time goes by and different politico-economic philosophies get more influential, technological changes also bring along
different priorities, broader EU narratives change, and territorial cohesion adapts to such changes. Accordingly, within the
post-2014 framework (2014–2020), territorial cohesion’s (spatialised) social inclusion perspective was subdued to the eco-
nomic competitiveness sub-narrative in a globalised world. For the new programming period (2021–2027), the European
Cohesion Policy will continue to be increasingly linked to the place-based narrative and most of its funding will be di-
rected towards a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe within a global space of flows and fast technological changes. The aim of
a ‘smarter’ Europe based on digital transformation and smart growth is a new version of the economic competitiveness
sub-narrative, while a ‘greener’ Europe is the new policy meta-imperative (“European Green Deal”). However, it must be
considered how the Coronavirus crisis and the measures to fight its economic effects play out on these policy narratives.

Keywords
European cohesion policy; narrative structure; policy narratives; post-2020 framework; territorial cohesion

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Cohesion in the Local Context: Reconciling the Territorial, Economic and Social Dimensions,”
edited by Anja Jørgensen (Aalborg University, Denmark), Mia Arp Fallov (Aalborg University, Denmark), Rikke Skovgaard
Nielsen (AalborgUniversity, Denmark), Hans Thor Andersen (AalborgUniversity, Denmark) andMaja deNeergaard (Aalborg
University, Denmark).

© 2020 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The European Cohesion Policy (ECP) was implemented
in 1989 and has gone through five consecutive periods
of multiannual programs or funding; it can be under-
stood as the EU Regional Policy. Since its inception, it
has gone through a series of transformations concern-
ing strategies, management, control and audit. More
recently, it had to adjust to broader European strate-
gies like the “Lisbon Strategy,” “Europe 2020 Strategy”
(Medeiros, 2017) and the “European Green Deal.” In its

initial conception, the ECP had the twin aims of economic
and social cohesion, but these earlier goes have been
supplemented with territorial concerns in the ECP’s own
‘spatial turn.’ According to the Treaty on the Functioning
of the EU (2008), it is the ECP’s goal the strengthen-
ing of economic, social and territorial cohesion by re-
ducing regional differences, with a special emphasis on
the least developed regions as well as areas with spe-
cial territorial characteristics. More concretely, the ECP
attempts to ameliorate such differences through the use
of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the
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Cohesion Fund and the European Social Fund. For the pe-
riod 2014–2020, before the revamp of the EU budget be-
cause of the Coronavirus pandemic, the ECP had a total
budget of 351.8 billion euros.

Territorial cohesion is a shared competence between
the European Commission and the various member
states. Some writers have argued that territorial cohe-
sion is the goal par excellence of the ECP insofar as equal-
ity between EU territories contains the goals of economic
and social cohesion (Medeiros, 2017). Nevertheless, ac-
cording to Dabinett (2011, p. 2), “territorial cohesion is
a construct that is not found outside the documents and
discourses that constitutes the words of EU spatial plan-
ners and spatial policy.” Other writers have argued that
territorial cohesion is an EU discursive exercise whose
meaning is always generated through its linkages to var-
ious discursive chains (Servillo, 2010). Subsequently, if
territorial cohesion is an EU policy narrative then its se-
mantic field corresponds to the narrative structure it
becomes attached to. Accordingly, among the various
ways to methodologically approach it is through narra-
tive analysis.

Narrative analysis forms a significant methodology
in the social sciences as it is encountered in numer-
ous disciplines from psychology and economics to so-
ciology and education. During the last decades, narra-
tive inquiry had entered into the realm of policy stud-
ies, too. Following such lines, a bulk of research has
emerged that investigates the role of narratives in policy
processes, policy change and policy outcomes (see, for
instance, McBeth, Shanahan, Arnel, & Hathaway, 2007;
Roe, 1989; Shanahan, Jones, &McBeth, 2011). This body
of work has been methodologically based on the posi-
tion about the social constructive nature of policy re-
alities (Shanahan, Jones, McBeth, & Lane, 2013). Some
writers follow a similar approach, but instead of talking
about narratives and the social construction of reality,
they prefer to talk about policy discourses (Schmidt &
Radaelli, 2004) and discursive narratives (Atkinson, 1999,
2000). More recently, the early qualitative and poststruc-
turalist narrative policy analysis has been followed by
a quantitative and structural approach known as the
Narrative Policy Framework (NPF; see Jones & McBeth,
2010; Shanahan et al., 2011). Nevertheless, some voices
claim that the NPF can also be used qualitatively. By all
accounts, what is significant is that narrative inquiry is
either qualitatively or quantitatively becoming impor-
tant for the analysis of policy. A few decades after Roe’s
early suggestion that “storytelling is part of policy anal-
ysis, policy analysis should be broadened to include sys-
tematic ways of analysing such storytelling” (Roe, 1989,
p. 253), narrative inquiry has progressively blended with
policy analysis.

There is a wide consensus that policy narratives are
stories that policymakers, bureaucrats, interested par-
ties etc. construct to create a plot that leads to specific
morals and demands certain solutions (Jones & McBeth,
2010; Mendez, 2013). According to Atkinson (2000), to

understand policy formation we have to first compre-
hend how policy constructs its ‘problems’ and what be-
comes defined as a ‘problem.’ The reason is that by con-
structing a certain ‘problem,’ policy brings to the fore
a specific solution to it. Following similar lines, this ar-
ticle aims to analyse the policy narrative of territorial
cohesion. However, to do so, territorial cohesion has to
be analysed in relation to broader EU narratives. In this
sense, the ECP and territorial cohesion are viewed as
interdependent narratives. More to the point, the ECP
becomes conceived as an EU meta-narrative in close
relation to other EU narrative strategies, while territo-
rial cohesion is perceived as a policy narrative consti-
tuted by a diverse narrative structure (sub-narratives).
The main idea is to examine how the ‘metamorphosis’
of the ECP through the present (2014–2020) and future
(2021–2027) multi-annual frameworks affects the narra-
tive structure of territorial cohesion. Methodologically
speaking, this article adopts a constructivist perspective
by viewing territorial cohesion as a policy narrative in the
making (and un-making). The analysis is based on the
social constructive nature of policy realities (Shanahan
et al., 2013) by approaching territorial cohesion as a par-
ticular form of policy storytelling (Roe, 1989). This nar-
rative investigation draws elements from the interna-
tional bibliography and how it has categorised Territorial
Cohesion’s diversified narrative structure, but more im-
portantly, from the analysis of relevant EU policy doc-
uments, reports etc. referring both to 2014–2020 and
post-2020 programming periods.

2. Constructing Territorial Cohesion as an Open-Ended
Policy Concept

Territorial Cohesion has its roots in the French tradi-
tion of regional policy and planning. More particularly,
the roles of Jacques Delors (European Commissioner
1985–1995) and Michel Barnier (former EU Regional
Commissioner) are also cited as catalytic for the exten-
sion of the ECP from strictly economic and social con-
siderations to territorial ones (Holder & Layard, 2011).
Faludi has argued that a spatially-aware cohesion policy
is nothing more than “old (French) wine in new bottles”
(Faludi, 2004, p. 1349). Allegedly, the roots of territorial
cohesion are related to French regional policy (amenage-
ment des territories; see Faludi, 2010, 2015) where a de-
centralised state along with the regions as partners at-
tempt to reduce regional disparities by promoting the
French Republic’s principle of egalité in a territorial way.

The publication of the European Spatial Develop-
ment Perspective (ESDP) is, first and foremost, widely
considered as the milestone towards the creation of a
unified EU planning philosophy (European Commission,
1999). According to the ESDP, themain problemof EU ter-
ritory is the concentration of population, activities and
economic prosperity in the specific areas of the ‘famous’
European pentagon—the metropolitan and surrounding
areas of London, Paris, Milan, Munich and Hamburg.
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As the main goal is the balanced and sustainable devel-
opment of the entire EU territory, polycentric develop-
ment, parity of access to infrastructure/knowledge and
the wise management of natural and cultural heritage
are deemed as remedies to the ills and evils of estab-
lished forms of EU spatial concentration.

Interestingly,many of these goals (especially polycen-
tric development and parity of access) would emerge
again and again in subsequent efforts to define a
European spatial philosophy. In short, the ESDP articu-
lated several aims and goals supposedly able to deal with
the problems resulting from the spatial concentration
of people, economic activities and prosperity in specific
EU territories. Many of these priorities were successfully
transplanted into Territorial Cohesion once it became the
third pillar of the ECP.

Territorial cohesion is part and parcel of the much
broader phenomenon of multilevel governance. More
concretely, the multi-level governance theory (Bache &
Flinders, 2004; Marks, Hooghe, & Blank, 1996) came
from research on the ECP to create a general theoretical
policy framework to explain the relationships between
Brussels, national governments and regional/urban au-
thorities. The multi-level governance thesis was an early
recognition that the ECP increased the political role of
regional, urban, local players.

One very popular construction of Territorial Cohesion
is that of an open-ended policy concept. It has been pre-
sented as a ‘vague’ concept (Atkinson & Zimmerman,
2016) or a ‘fashionable term’ with “many layers of
meaning” (Mirwaldt, McMaster, & Bachter, 2009, p. v).
Other scholars have argued about the ‘elusive’ and
‘ambiguous’ nature of territorial cohesion that makes
it very difficult to be translated into an easily under-
stood and measurable concept (Medeiros, 2016). It has
been stated that territorial cohesion is a ‘contested,’
‘multi-dimensional’ and ‘dynamic’ concept that ‘lacks
clarity’ (Dao, Cantoreggi, Plagnat, & Rousseaux, 2017).
It has also been proclaimed that it has an ‘amorphous’
nature whilst non-consensus exists about its meaning
(van Well, 2012). In short, a “strict definition” about its
nature appears almost “impossible” (Bohme & Gloersen,
2011, p. 3).

An interesting take comes from Abrahams (2014)
that proclaims that instead of defining it through an

‘essentialist’ approach it might be more useful to ap-
proach it through a ‘pragmatic’ one. Such an effort en-
tails letting territorial cohesion be “fuzzy” and “adapt-
able” (Abrahams, 2014). Instead of ontologically asking
what territorial cohesion is, it might be more insightful
to ask what it does, how it gets translated into different
national contexts and what kind of uses different actors
come up with. Such a ‘pragmatic’ use of the concept is
also proposed by Faludi (2015), who states that “[pol-
icy] concepts are like wax in our hands: We shape them
to suit our purposes…so to understand the concept, we
must ask: Who has invoked it [and who is still invoking
it], when and why?” (Faludi, 2015, pp. 1–2)

Some writers have gone as far as to ask whether ter-
ritorial cohesion has the samemeaning in all EU national
contexts or whether different national interpretations
may exist in different member states (Mirwaldt et al.,
2008). In this sense, the ambiguity of the concept ren-
ders it almost a ‘bridging’ (Mirwaldt et al., 2008) or even
a ‘political’ concept (Medeiros, 2016). Van Well (2012)
has stated that territorial cohesion can be thought of as
a ‘moving target’ that each member-state or region can
appropriate and selectively construct its meaning to pro-
mote their territorial priorities.

3. Territorial Cohesion: Tree-Like versus Storyline
(Narrative) Approaches

Territorial cohesion has been the subject of numerous ef-
forts to construct its character and meaning. On the one
hand, territorial cohesion is considered to be constituted
by several different dimensions without any contradic-
tion/competition between them, in fact, they all seem to
‘add up’ (Abrahams, 2014). This is the idea of the tree-like
model of territorial cohesion, where territorial cohesion
breaks down into its essential components, each of them
successively becoming assigned to a group of relevant in-
dicators (Abrahams, 2014). Following such methodology,
several of territorial cohesion’s dimensions come to the
fore (see Table 1).

Mirwaldt et al. (2008) have argued that territorial co-
hesion is comprised of the following four dimensions:
1) a form of poly-centricity that can promote economic
competitiveness and innovation; 2) balanced develop-
ment that reduces socioeconomic disparities; 3) accessi-

Table 1. Dimensions of territorial cohesion.

Writers Dimensions

Mirwaldt et al. (2008) polycentricity, balanced development, accessibility to services, facilities and knowledge,
networking and the creation of physical and interactive connections

Dabinett (2011) polycentricity, connectivity through infrastructure, equal access to services

Bohme et al. (2011) accessibility, services of general economic interest, territorial capacities/endowments/assets,
city networking, functional regions

Medeiros (2016) socio-economic cohesion, territorial polycentricity, territorial co-operation and governance,
environmental sustainability
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bility to services, facilities and knowledge irrespectively
to where one lives; 4) networking and the creation of
physical and interactive connections between centres
and other areas (Mirwaldt et al., 2008).

For Medeiros (2016), territorial cohesion is consti-
tuted by the following similar but not identical com-
ponents: 1) socio-economic cohesion that strengthens
economic competitiveness while ensures social integra-
tion; 2) territorial polycentricity that promotes a more
balanced physical network of areas; 3) territorial co-
operation and governance at different levels; 4) environ-
mental sustainability (Medeiros, 2016).

Additionally, Dabinett (2011) has suggested that the
dimensions of territorial cohesion can be summarised
as 1) polycentricity, 2) connectivity through infrastruc-
ture and 3) equal access to services. At the policy
level, the Bohme Report (Bohme, Doucet, Komornicki,
Zaucha, & Swiatek, 2011), by linking the “Europe 2020
Strategy” with the “Territorial Cohesion Agenda 2020”
(TCA 2020) proposes the following five dimensions as cru-
cial: 1) accessibility; 2) services of general economic inter-
est; 3) territorial capacities/endowments/assets; 4) city
networking; 5) functional regions.

As this article promulgates, territorial cohesion can
also be seen through the storyline or narrative perspec-
tive (Abrahams, 2014). This perspective is interesting as
it acknowledges that policies can have different or even
competing meanings by being articulated through vari-
ous sub-narratives (see Table 2). Abrahams (2014), by cit-
ing Maarten Hajer, brings to the fore the possibility that
particular policy narratives, like territorial cohesion, can
be communicated through a diverse narrative structure
that might contain antagonising sub-narratives that do
not necessarily ‘add up.’ Following such lines, the mean-
ing of territorial cohesion is disputed through competing
storylines. Similarly, van Well (2012) defines territorial
cohesion as a series of different sub-narratives coming
from different communities of actors. As she says, there
are the ESDP storylines, the ESPON storylines, the TCA
2020 storylines, and the European Commission’s story-
lines in theirGreen Paper on Territorial Cohesion: Turning
Territorial Diversity into Strength (European Commission,
2008). More importantly, after the publication of the lat-
ter, the European Commission proceeded with a narra-
tive exercise that involved various actors at different lev-
els being asked to speak their minds about territorial co-
hesion concerning meaning, scope, ways of implemen-
tation and more. As part of a synthesis report, several

policy sub-narratives came out, such as 1) polycentric
development, 2) equal access to facilities, services and
knowledge, 3) balanced development, 4) regions with
specific geographical features and 5) territorial capital
(Sarmiento-Mirwaldt, 2013).

Such a narrative approach has also been taken by the
ESPON Interco Project (2010–2012), which attempted
to capture, through organised workshops with relevant
stakeholders, the various non-mutually exclusive terri-
torial cohesion storylines. The project aimed at start-
ing a dialogue between Territorial Cohesion’s compet-
ing sub-narratives (Dao et al., 2017). Through a partic-
ipatory approach, the following storylines broke to the
fore: 1) smart growth in a polycentric Europe; 2) inclusive
and balanced development with fair access to services;
3) local development conditions and geographic speci-
ficities; 4) environmental sustainability; 5) coordination
of policies and territorial governance. Furthermore, six
territorial objectives were created while a group of indi-
cators was assigned to each objective (Dao et al., 2017).
This was a clear analytical effort to silence possible an-
tagonisms between competing sub-stories by flattening
out the various narratives into straight-forward territo-
rial objectives.

4. Territorial Cohesion and the Place-Based Narrative

The most relevant EU policy document that attempted
to construct territorial cohesion was the Green Paper
on Territorial Cohesion: Turning Diversity into Strength
(European Commission, 2008). It argued that:

Territorial cohesion is about ensuring the harmonious
development of all these places and about making
sure that their citizens are able to make the most of
the inherent features of these territories. As such, it
is a means of transforming diversity into an asset that
contributes to sustainable development of the entire
EU. (European Commission, 2008, p. 3)

More importantly, territorial cohesion became linked
with taking advantage of territorial diversity as allegedly
“increasingly competitiveness and prosperity depend on
the capacity of people and businesses located there to
make the best use of all territorial assets” (European
Commission, 2008, p. 3). A year after this publication, a
report came out that became known as the Barca Report
(Barca, 2009). This policy document further strength-

Table 2. Territorial cohesion’s storylines.

Writers Storylines

Sarmiento-Mirwaldt (2013) Polycentric development, equal access to facilities, services, knowledge, balanced
development, regions with specific geographical features, territorial capital

Dao et al. (2017) Smart growth, inclusive and balanced development, local development conditions and
geographical specificities, environmental sustainability, coordination of policies and
territorial governance
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ened the link between territorial cohesion and the place-
based approach (Mendez, 2013).

The Barca Report brought to the policy front the
place-based approach: “A place-based policy is a long-
term strategy aimed at tackling persistent underutiliza-
tion of potential by reducing social exclusion in specific
places through external interventions and multi-level
governance” (Barca, 2009, p. vii). Furthermore, it was ar-
gued that public interventions and economic institutions
had to be tailored to local conditions and rely on local
knowledge, networks and partnerships. The new policy
approach aimed “at giving all places the opportunity to
make use of their potential (efficiency) and all people
the opportunity to be socially included independently of
where they live (social inclusion)” (Barca, 2009, p. xii).

On a theoretical level, many of these ideas come
from modern political philosophy. According to Rawls’
(1971/1999) Theory of Justice, the principle of fair equal-
ity of opportunity in just and democratic societies trans-
lates into the dictum that social and economic dif-
ferences can only be tolerated if they are associated
with offices and positions that are open to everyone.
Nevertheless, this Rawlsian principle of justice is a-
spatial, as his theory does not examine the distribution of
injustices in space (Malý, 2016); it does not take account
of the position of the equality of opportunity in space.
The spatialisation of this principle would mean that peo-
ple should not be disadvantaged because of their loca-
tion; location should not be a hindrance or constraint to
the life-chances of individuals.

Many of these ideas of territorialised social inclusion
originate from the European social model that was built
upon the social-democratic and Christian-democratic
canon of European politics and maintained ‘appropri-
ate balance’ between the individual, the market and the
state (Faludi, 2007). The French principle of egalité in-
creasingly found its spatial correlation through the core
political belief that citizens should not experience spa-
tial disadvantage or be deprived of essential services.
Decades later, the Barca Report promulgated that an
EU “territorialized social agenda” (Barca, 2009, p. 120)
should create equality between places as people live
their lives and built their human capabilities in spe-
cific locales.

In this sense, the life-chances approach of individuals,
or the freedom of individuals to live decently according
to their potential in their places of residence (very similar
to Amartya Sen’s (2000) argument about development as
freedom in the case of the developing world), becomes
part and parcel of territorial cohesion’s territorialised so-
cial inclusion perspective as location should not be a hin-
drance. This imperative becomes articulated through the
storyline of parity of access or equity to services, facili-
ties, infrastructure and knowledge. It also becomes com-
municated through the concept of ‘general services of
economic interest’ that cover all fundamental needs of
people to lead a decent life (jobs, health, education, se-
curity). Through the equal provision of “general services

of economic interest” in all places, people are not de-
prived of public goods because of where they happen to
live (Bohme et al. 2011, p. 6).

After the Barca Report, several EU policy publica-
tions came out that stressed the importance of the
place-based narrative. The EU document Territorial
Cohesion: Unleashing the Territorial Potential (European
Commission, 2009, p. 8) argued that a local development
methodology “is possibly the only effective way to ad-
dress questions related to social inclusion and the spe-
cific challenges facing inhabitants in disadvantaged ar-
eas.” According to the Cohesion Policy Support for Local
Development report, a new emphasis on local develop-
ment was needed to cope with the aftermath of the
2008 economic crisis (European Commission, 2010, p. 6).
The Bohme Report (Bohme et al., 2011) stressed the role
of ‘territorial keys’ in the promotion of territorial cohe-
sion’s goals—among them, ‘territory-bound’ factors like
local milieus were cited. According to such narratives,
places have the potential for endogenous development,
albeit with external help and as part of multi-level gov-
ernance systems (Servillo, Atkinson, & Hamdouch, 2016,
p. 4). Furthermore, to escape their undeveloped eco-
nomic structures and their bleak economic futures lo-
calities have to take advantage of territorial assets and
create new ones (Servillo et al., 2016). Such a place-
based narrative takes for granted a bottom-up perspec-
tive; local knowledge has to be harnessed while a-spatial
theories and policies have to be substituted by place-
informed understandings (Atkinson, 2017).

It has been also suggested that a place-based ap-
proach may be more suitable than spatially-blind poli-
cies for the economic goals of “Europe 2020 Strategy”
to be reached. According to CSIL (2015, p. 3): “A place-
based approach is a flexible policy choice which can be
more successful in delivering the 2020 Europe strategy
than traditional approaches, typically sector-based and
top-down.” In GSC (2017, p. 6) it was stated that:

In order to achieve the desired impact and added
value of Cohesion Policy, a ‘one size fits all’ approach is
not optimal; the policy, its delivery mechanisms, legal
framework and interpretations need to take account
of different social, territorial and economic realities to
address the specific situations on the ground.

From all the above, it becomes apparent that the place-
based narrative became progressively mainstreamed
into the ECP and territorial cohesion policy narra-
tives within the post-2014 framework (2014–2017;
Mendez, 2013).

5. Economic versus Socio-Spatial Sub-Narratives of
Territorial Cohesion

As argued, territorial cohesion as a policy narrative is re-
lated to a diverse narrative structure that includes vari-
ous sub-narratives. Some writers have argued that com-
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petition or antagonismmight exist between the different
territorial cohesion storylines. By and large, this competi-
tion involves its two most significant sub-narratives: eco-
nomic competitiveness and territorialised social cohe-
sion; the underlying economic and socio-spatial stories
of this policy narrative (Atkinson & Zimmerman, 2016).
On the one hand, the economic competitiveness sub-
narrative becomes articulated by reference to polycen-
tricity, smart growth and connectivity while the socio-
spatial storyline becomes communicated through the
themes of accessibility (equal/fair access) to services and
balanced development (see, for instance, Bohme et al.,
2011; Dabinett, 2011; Medeiros, 2016; Mirwaldt et al.,
2009). From all the above, a couple of questions arise:
Is territorial cohesion as a policy narrative mostly about
promoting economic competitiveness or reducing socio-
spatial disparities (territorialised social inclusion), or sim-
ply both?

Nevertheless, if we go back to the Green Paper
on Territorial Cohesion: Turning Territorial Diversity into
Strength (European Commission, 2008) and the Barca
Report (Barca, 2009), these two sub-narratives become
intertwined as socio-spatial inclusion is mergedwith eco-
nomic competitiveness goals. This merging takes place
through the concept of territorial capital. More particu-
larly, this notion of different forms of capital originates
from the work of Bourdieu and his conceptualisation of
capital as economic, symbolic, cultural and social. In this
take, capital is extended to include territorial assets. This
is the narrative of territorial diversity as strength and the
place-based approach together, where territorial capital
should be exploited to take advantage of endogenous
local strengths and promote the economic and socio-
spatial aims of territorial cohesion. In other words, terri-
torial capital by taking advantage of local strengths can
promote economic competitiveness and territorialised
social inclusiveness. Following such lines, territorial cap-
ital becomes the new policy instrument for the merging
of territorial cohesion’s twin sub-narratives in a Europe
of spatial specificities (Sarmiento-Mirwaldt, 2013).

However, the narrative conviction of such an argu-
ment remains contested. According to some writers, af-
ter the signing of the Lisbon Treaty (2009), the two
sub-narratives of economic competitiveness and socio-
spatial inclusiveness became less compatible with each
other (Malý, 2016). Others have suggested that the
economic competitiveness sub-narrative has dominated
over socio-spatial cohesion’s considerations (Atkinson &
Zimmerman, 2016; Holder & Layard, 2011). In this sense,
the two significant storylines either do not add up or are
even in competition with each other.

6. Broader Narrative Changes within the Post-2020
Framework

The ECP within the post-2014 context (2014–2020) has
been closely connected with the place-based narrative
and has focused more on economic competitiveness

rather than redistribution and social cohesion (Avdikos &
Chardas, 2016;Medeiros, 2017).More to the point, it has
been argued that the ECP is “re-oriented, away from the
traditional goal of promoting balanced socio-economic
development, towards a regional growth-policy perspec-
tive that puts the issue of competitiveness as a pre-
requisite for regional convergence” (Avdikos & Chardas,
2016, p. 97).

Up until now, the ECP has been funded by the
ERDF, the Cohesion Fund and the European Social Fund.
Furthermore, the ECP within the post-2014 framework
has the following thematic priorities: 1) research, tech-
nological development and innovation; 2) information
and communication technologies; 3) small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs); 4) low carbon economy; 5) cli-
mate change; 6) environment and resource efficiency;
7) transport; 8) employment; 9) social inclusion and
poverty; 10) education and training; 11) efficient pub-
lic administration.

More specifically, the ERDF provides financial assis-
tance to all EU regions that are subsequently categorised
as less developed, in transition and more developed re-
gions. Although the ERDF finances all 11 thematic ob-
jectives, its main focus is on objectives 1–4, namely, re-
search and innovation, information and communication
technologies, SMEs and the low carbon economy. From
this perspective, the ERDF has as its main objectives the
promotion of economic competitiveness through smart
growth and the creation of a green economy.

For the multi-annual period of 2014–2020, devel-
oped regions have to direct at least 80% of ERDF fund-
ing at the national level towards two or more of these
four objectives, and at least 20% on environmental pri-
orities. For regions in transition, the proportions of ERDF
funding are 60% and 15%, and for less developed 50%
and 12% (Widuto, 2018). Additionally, the Cohesion Fund
supports infrastructural projects in EU member states
with gross national income (GNI) below 90% of the EU
average. The Cohesion Fund focuses on priorities 4–7,
namely, low carbon economy, climate change, environ-
ment and resource efficiency and transport. With this
in mind, it can be argued that the Cohesion Fund has
an environmental and transport-related focus, but be-
cause it contains a technical assistance component, it
contributes to the 11th thematic objective, namely effi-
cient public administration.

After this brief description of the ECP for 2014–2020,
it is logical towonderwhat kind of changes the post-2020
programming period will bring. Are there any broader
changes within the metanarrative of ECP for the next
funding period? If the current period has been accom-
panied by the rise of the place-based narrative and the
economic competitiveness storyline (Avdikos & Chardas,
2016; Medeiros, 2017; Mendez, 2013), what are the nar-
rative priorities of the next to come? These are the ques-
tions that will guide the brief analysis that follows.

According to the European Commission’s proposal
for the next multiannual financial period (2021–2027),
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and before the revamp of the budget because of the
Coronavirus pandemic, around 370 billion euros have
been assigned to the goals of economic, social and ter-
ritorial cohesion (European Commission, 2018). The pro-
posal comes with a reduction in funds that will become
allocated to ECP. There has been a funding reduction
from 34% to 29% of the total EU budget. Of course, such
negative budgeting developments have created a lot of
steer among interested parties and a hashtag has been
created, #CohesionAlliance supporters, backed by sev-
eral stakeholders and EU leading associations of regions
and cities. Discussions have been quite heated around
the finalisation of thematic priorities and the allocation
of funding to each Member State. According to the pro-
posal, the majority of funding from the ERDF and the
Cohesion Fund will be directed towards the twin ob-
jectives of a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe, governed
by a single regulation (previously they were covered
by two separate regulations). On the other hand, the
new European Social Fund for the period 2021–2027 be-
comes independent and will no longer be part of ECP.
It will be named as European Social Fund + and be
governed by its own regulation (European Social Fund
+ Regulation). It will be geared towards implementing
the goals of the European Pillar of Social Rights. The
European Social Fund+Regulationwillmerge the former
European Social Fund, the Youth Employment Initiative,
the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived, the
Employment and the Social Innovation Programme and
the EU Health Programme.

From the 11 thematic priorities of the multian-
nual framework of 2014–2020, the new financial period
(post-2020) has only five: 1) a smarter Europe through
innovation, digitisation, economic transformation and
support for small and medium-sized businesses; 2) a
greener, carbon-free Europe, implementing the Paris
Agreement and investing in energy transition, renew-
ables and the fight against climate change; 3) a more
connected Europe, with strategic transport and digital
networks; 4) a more social Europe, delivering on the
European Pillar of Social Rights and supporting quality
employment, education, skills, social inclusion and equal
access to healthcare; 5) a Europe closer to citizens, by
supporting locally-led development strategies.

As argued above, the biggest part of funding from
the ERDF and the Cohesion Fund will go towards the first
two objectives that allegedly have the “highest added
value” (Widuto, 2018). At the same time, the role of
the place-based narrative remains strong as a tailored
(place-based) approach to regional development is being
sought after (Margaras, 2018). There is a strong empha-
sis on cities, as cities are seen not only as the engines
of growth and innovation, but also the spaces of accu-
mulated social, economic and environmental problems.
For this reason, it is proposed that 6% of the European
Regional funding should be directed to sustainable urban
development, while a new European Urban Initiative will
be created.

The European Commission, in order to proceed with
the budget restrictions for the new multi-annual period
(from 34% to 29% of the total EU budget), had three op-
tions: 1) make cuts across the board; 2) fund developed
regions; or 3) keep selectively supporting key thematic ar-
eas and further reduce funding in secondary objectives.
By deploying the notion of the highest EU ‘added value,’
whichwas based on a series of ex-post evaluations of pre-
vious cohesion policy periods, the European Commission
eventually decided to follow the third option and fur-
ther boost a budgeting concentration of the European
Regional Fund (with a budgetmore than five times higher
than the Cohesion Fund) on the thematic schemes of a
‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe (objectives 1–2).

For countries with a GNI lower than 75% of the
European average, 35% of the budget has to be spent
on ‘smart growth’ and 30% on the ‘green economy’
(65% of the total budget). For countries with a GNI be-
tween 75–100% of the European average, the percent-
ages that have to be spent are 45% and 30% respectively
(75% of the total budget), whereas for countries with
a GNI (GNI) above the European average, the percent-
age for both objectives is a minimum 85% (of the to-
tal budget). By comparing the percentages of the ERDF
that have to be spent on economic competitiveness and
the low carbon economy within the 2014–2020 period
with the ones that have to be invested on ‘smart’ and
‘green’ Europe within a post-2020 context, it becomes
apparent that ‘smart’ growth and environmental con-
cerns become further strengthened. There seems to be
a ‘thematic’ concentration (Widuto, 2018) of funding in
the area of ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe as European
Regional Development funding increases from 80% to
85% for developed regions, from 60% to 75% for regions
in transition and 50% to 65% for developing regions. Last
but not least, the place-based narrative continues to be
seen as the most suitable path for the development of
EU regions.

As the then European Commissioner for Regional
Policy, Corina Cretu, stated, the new multi-annual finan-
cial framework has as its main goal “to make Europe
smarter and greener” (Cretu, 2018, p. 10; emphasis in
original). The intention is to ‘modernise’ the ECP:

All regions today face the challenge of the digital econ-
omy, increasing global competition and economic
transformation. This is why we created the new policy
objective ‘A Smarter Europe—Innovative and Smart
Economic Transformation,’ which brings together in-
novation, research and SME support—everything that
is needed for regions to thrive and survive in our dig-
ital age! We must also not forget that in addition to
economic transformation regions must be ready for
the transition to the low-carbon economy and circu-
lar economy. We brought these two environmental
objectives together in the policy objective ‘A Greener,
Low Carbon Europe.’ (Cretu, 2018, p. 10)
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7. Conclusion: Territorial Cohesion for the New Funding
Period (2021–2027) and the Coronavirus Pandemic

For this article, territorial cohesion is an EU policy nar-
rative constituted by several sub-narratives or a diverse
narrative plot. Among others, the narrative structure of
territorial cohesion includes the themes of economic
competitiveness, territorialised social cohesion, environ-
mental sustainability, etc. However, it is a dynamic nar-
rative that changes over time. As time goes by, and dif-
ferent politico-economic philosophies become more in-
fluential, along with technological changes that bring
along different priorities, broader EU narratives change
and territorial cohesion adapts to such changes as well.
More to the point, within the programming period of
2014–2020, territorial cohesion’s (spatialised) social in-
clusion perspective became partly subdued to the eco-
nomic sub-plot that emphasised economic competitive-
ness in a globalised world. This narrative change oc-
curred as the ECP had already changed its focus by em-
phasising growth and employment. ForMedeiros (2017),
“faced with mounting globalisation processes and neo-
liberal political agendas, the ECP has gradually shifted
its strategic design from the initial goals of achieving
socio-economic cohesion to the present [2014–2020] of
fermenting growth and jobs” (Medeiros, 2017, p. 1859).
Last but not least, both the ECP and territorial cohesion
became linked to the place-based narrative to promote
locally-led development strategies as ‘place’ seemed
to matter.

For the forthcoming programming period
(2021–2027), the ECP will be linked even more strongly
to the place-based narrative by increasingly emphasis-
ing locally-led development strategies and, by doing
so, bringing Europe closer to its citizens. Meanwhile, it
will forcefully promote a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe
within a global space of flows and fast technological
challenges. Accordingly, territorial cohesion within the
post-2020 framework will become more closely linked
to economic competitiveness by focusing on ‘smart’
growth. However, the economic competitiveness sub-
narrative was already linked to ‘smart’ growth within the
current programming period (2014–2020). Nevertheless,
within the forthcoming framework, the narrative link
between economic competitiveness, digitisation and
economic transformation becomes more paramount
through the notion of ‘smart’ growth. Similarly, envi-
ronmental sustainability has also been a territorial cohe-
sion’s storyline within the current programming period.
however, since the adoption of the “European Green
Deal,” environmental issues have come to the front of
ECP and hence they have become transferred to all re-
lated policy narratives. As the NewCommissioner, Ursula
von der Leyen, has argued: “The ‘European Green Deal’
and digitizationwill boost jobs and growth, the resilience
of our societies and the health of our environment”
(European Commission, 2020a). In short, the twin ob-
jectives of a ‘smart’ and ‘green’ Europe are the new

European policy stories that spread through all policy
meta-narratives and narratives and subsequently reach
territorial cohesion, too.

And then the Coronavirus pandemic came. As a re-
sult, the EU had to reinforce its budget to repair the
economic and social damages brought along by the
Coronavirus pandemic. The proposed measures include
the Next Generation EU initiative with new financing for
the 2021–2024 period and a revamped budget for the
forthcoming programming period (2021–2027) reach-
ing more than one billion Euros. It is interesting that
the pandemic response closely follows the logic of the
need for a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe. As it is ar-
gued: “Our generational challenges—the green and dig-
ital revolution—are even more important now than be-
fore the crisis started. Through the recovery, we will
press fast-forward on the twin green and digital rev-
olutions” (European Commission, 2020b). As part of
these actions, a new initiative for Recovery Assistance
for Cohesion and Territories of Europe (REACT-EU) will
provide extra funding of 55 billion euros specifically to
cohesion policy. The package includes additional fund-
ing that will become available to the ERDF, the European
Social Fund and the European Fund for Aid to the Most
Deprived. These fundswill be provided in 2020 through a
revision of the current financial framework (2014–2020)
and during 2021–2022 from Next Generation EU. They
are additional to the 2014–2020budget andon topof the
forthcoming 2021–2027 budget. REACT-EU will provide
financial support to the most important economic sec-
tors for a solid recovery while member states will decide
how they will channel them. By all accounts, the focus of
the ECP and territorial cohesion for 2021–2027 remains
economic competitiveness as smart growth and digital
transition and the “European Green Deal” (European
Commission, 2020c).
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