
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Patterns of polycentric spatial planning

Argyrou, Christina; Fertner, Christian; Hudek, Vladimír; Hudeková, Zuzana

Published in:
Common best practices in spatial planning for the promotion of sustainable POLYcentric DEVelopment

Publication date:
2007

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Citation for published version (APA):
Argyrou, C., Fertner, C., Hudek, V., & Hudeková, Z. (2007). Patterns of polycentric spatial planning. In Common
best practices in spatial planning for the promotion of sustainable POLYcentric DEVelopment: Final report of the
EU Interreg III B project POLY.DEV. (pp. 29). POLYDEV. http://www.polydev.org

Download date: 22. maj. 2023

https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/christian-fertner(59b0da51-2795-4236-9fa5-57e1593a2bb3).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/patterns-of-polycentric-spatial-planning(13cd99fd-1f34-4360-9345-cfb2c021573a).html
http://www.polydev.org




Editing by Tiziana Quaglia with the cooperation of 
Lucia Brusegan, Milena Marega,  Maria Prezioso, 

Mateja Šepec Jeršič.                 

               communication project

               PATCHWORK studiachitettura  
               Davide Longhi, Viviana Ferrario, 

               Elena Spolaore, Massimiliano Depieri. 

Proofreading by Robert Patrick McKenzie.

Special thanks to:
Maria Prezioso for the scientific support to the 

Partnership; 
INU Veneto in the persons of Marco Bottaro, Daniele 

Putti  and Francesco  Sbetti  for  their  helpfulness in 
developing the application of the choosen model to all 

the partners; 
Euris in the persons of Lucia Brusegan and Marco 

Meggiolaro for the technical support.

Printed by Arti Grafiche Conegliano, Susegana, Treviso.

Copyright © 2007 Veneto Region
All rights reserved



POLY.DEV.

common best practices in spatial 
planning for the promotion of sustainable 

POLYcentric DEVelopment

EUROPEAN UNION



authors
Dimos  P.  Anastasiou,  POLY.DEV.  partner  Project 
Manager,  of  Prefecture  of  Fthiotida  (Greece)

Christina D. Argyrou, Economist – Msc in Regional  
Development, Member of the Working Group of  POLY.DEV., 
Development Company of Magnesia, ANEM s.a. (Greece)

Marco Bottaro, INU Veneto councillor (Italy)

Lucia Brusegan,  Euris,  Transnational  Technical  Secretariat,  
POLY.DEV. project responsible (Italy) 

Silvia Catalino, POLY.DEV. partner Project Manager of 
Marche Region (Italy)

Lorenzo Federiconi POLY.DEV.  partner  Officer  of  Marche 
Region (Italy)  

Christian Fertner, expert of REC Slovakia (Slovakia)

Vladimír Hudek, Country Office Director of REC Slovakia, 
(Slovakia) 

Zuzana  Hudekova,  POLY.DEV.  partner  Project  Manager 
of  REC  Slovakia  (Slovakia)  

Albin Keuc, expert of REC Country office Slovenia 
(Slovenia)

Dimitra Kyriakopoulou, POLY.DEV. Personnel of 
Prefecture  of  Fthiotida  (Greece)

Maria Prezioso, President of POLY.DEV. Scientific and 
Technical  Committee,  University  of  Rome “Tor Vergata” (Italy)
 
Daniele Putti, INU Veneto consultant and technical adviser 
(Italy)

Francesco Sbetti, INU Veneto councillor (Italy)

Mateja  Šepec  Jeršič,  expert  of  REC  Country  office 
Slovenia  (Slovenia) 

Helena  Šolar,  POLY.DEV.  Scientific  and  Technical 
Committee  Member,  Ministry  of  the  Environment  and  Spatial 
Planning  (Slovenia)

Christos Trigkonis, Eurotec, expert of Prefecture of 
Fthiotida (Greece)



mainstreaming and dissemination        63

results and recommendations              69

annexes                                                78

executive summary                               11

foreword                                                  7
                                         

patterns of polycentric                          29
spatial planning

preliminary analysis                              19

polycentric sustainable patterns:          37
POLY.DEV. case studies





7

The economic-territorial competition for the attraction of external resources 
has dramatically increased in the last decades, creating an open debate 
across Europe on the modalities adopted by the territories in order to gain 
foreign investments.
Country-systems, regions, and towns have been proposing themselves as 
productive, logistic, and service activities centres with ever-growing intensi-
ty, thus encouraging planning processes and endogenous resources organi-
sation in order to ensure and offer coherent and sustainable “territorial sets” 
able to determine their success on the global market.

All these aspects and more define a polycentric economic/territorial setup, 
where the concurrent presence of several autonomous powers and decision 
centres is fundamental in a political, administrative, and economic system. 
The European Union gave remarkable importance to this concept, conside-
red as one of the main goals of ESDP and now the new European territorial 
agenda toward the achievement of a balanced urban system and new forms 
of urban/rural relations.

The trans-regional POLY.DEV. project faced the polycentrism “issue” not 
only in the framework of the global/local debate, but also in the perspective 
of national/regional relations, and was seen as a place of evolution of scatte-
red settlements (both urban and not) that reorganise as a system – although 
maintaining features and individualities able to connote their vital self-suste-
nance.

The results provide the 2007-2013 programming with an important develop-
mental outlook, also beyond the so-called “Pentagon area”, thus overcoming 
the simple “cluster” vision always chosen as the synthesis of a hierarchical 
polycentric centre-periphery scenario.
The POLY.DEV. project relied on polycentrism to define a structure of “simi-
larity in difference” through the sharing of a common work methodology to 

foreword
Maria Prezioso
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design a spatial model based on the spread multi-cen-
trality that features the integration of peripheral urban 
systems (through the expansion of the so-called ‘Euro-
pean core’), and a further appreciation of different areas 
specific resources that cannot grant access to European 
economic circles.
Analysing polycentrism at the regional and sub-regional 
levels, the POLY.DEV. project then confirmed the sub-
stantial role to be given by European territorial policy to 
places networks, both subsidiary and inter-dependent, 
alternatives of the big metropolises, capital towns, as 
well as of the medium- and small-sized cities. These pla-
ces networks can fulfil the integration of the rural envi-
ronment, without disregarding the issue of urbanisation.

Some references (CEMAT, ESPON, ESDP, and the new 
Territorial Agenda) seemed therefore more suitable than 
others to update from the “bottom-up” the development 
strategy of the European territory that, between 2002 
and 2004, detected several MEGAs at the base of the 
polycentric European urban system. These (strong and 
potential) MEGAs were acknowledged by ESDP too, as 
sets of strategically integrated areas suitable to deve-
lop groups of economic activities based upon alliances 
among connected urban areas; on a local scale the equi-
potent polycentric systems can represent cooperative 
vehicles at intra-regional scale, able to be competitive in 
a trans-national range.

The work methodology behind the POLY.DEV. project 
then transformed potential polycentric places and models 

into emerging polycentric places and models, if exposed 
to the action of a sustainable planning. These places and 
models would then be able to enhance the development 
of (partially already active) existing local identities at the 
different scales in the range of the limits and the respecti-
ve natural and anthropic fields of action, through the use 
of the governance instrument.

As shown by the project’s empirical evidence, invest-
ments in polycentric planning are explainable only by 
making reference to a variety of circumstances with strict 
territorial relevance, which, moreover, represent a chan-
ce for those territories able to transform them into: jobs, 
increases in gross local product, and the dissemination 
and transfer of knowledge (i.e., technological and mana-
gerial know-how).

The presence of innovative factors, the consistency 
and composition of internal demand, the nature of local 
competition, and the existence of integrated productive 
networks represent indicators of territory competitive-
ness for investors. Also, cultural heritage is a primary 
factor in the search for polycentric territory and has a 
crucial influence on enterprise localisation choices.

The review and integration through the POLY.DEV. 
project was useful in explaining how the combination of 
national and strictly local conditions promote a competi-
tive advantage for the European enterprise, so that the 
conditions behind this advantage are often localised in-
side the state, in different territorial systems (cities or re-

Montefortino, Sibillini Mountain National Park, Marche Region, Italy.  Dolo, old water mill on the Brenta river, Venice, Italy - photo by Tiziana 
Quaglia
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1As well known the Pentagon is a strong central area of the European 
spatial system, stretching from London to Milan, encompassing Paris, 
Munich, and Hamburg; it is a region with global economic functions, 
high quality, considerable income levels, and advanced infrastructural 
systems – where half of Europe’s wealth and 40% of its population are 
concentrated on 18% of its territory.

gions, mostly trans-border located) for different producti-
ve sectors. In these cases, cities and/or regions become 
unique environments to provide the different economic 
sectors with competitive and sustainable support.

On behalf of the Technical-Scientific Committee, with 
pleasure and gratitude I thank the Veneto region, as 
project Lead Partner, and all partners for their profes-
sional competence and the true feeling of cooperation 
shown during these two years of work. Special thanks 
go to all members of the Technical-Scientific Committee, 
who collaborated with patience, ability, and intuition in 
order to make clear and more achievable the many inno-
vative objectives of the project.

Europeans corridors - Veneto Region. European gates - Ingèrop,2000.
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executive summary 
Lucia Brusegan

The CADSES area represents, geographically as well as functionally, an in-
terface between two sides of the European continent characterized by deep 
differences in institutional settings, socio-economic characteristics, spatial 
planning, and environment policies. It includes 18 countries, from the Baltic 
Sea - Poland and Germany - to the Mediterranean, through Austria, eastern 
Italy and the Balkans, down to Greece, touching the bordering countries 
from the Ukraine to the Accession Countries. A wide “region” characterized 
by a rich diversity of environments and landscapes, including woods, hills, 
and coastal zones that have a vast natural and cultural heritage. In this area 
several disparities in terms of GDP growth, unemployment rate, sensitivity 
to the environment, and equal opportunities exist. Even if the same opportu-
nities are provided to all these countries, if development is not accompanied 
by an adequate policy for spatial planning and land-use management, it may 
become a threat to the territory. Inappropriate choices for spatial planning 
and land-use, together with anthropic exploitation and natural events, can 
contribute to: 
•  An irrational expansion of human and productive settlements;
•  A reduction of natural environments and landscape change; 
•  A reduction of biodiversity determined by pollution and uncontrolled land-
use; 
•  A deterioration of environmental and quality of life of the populations.

The basic idea of the POLY.DEV. project is to face the aforementioned pro-
blems with an approach based on transnational co-operation and dialogue 
in planning issues between planning actors of this area, for the promotion of 
a polycentric sustainable development, and the creation of networks for the 
strengthening of relationships among urban, coastal and rural areas.

The general objective of POLY.DEV. consists in strengthening, at the trans-
national level, the governance capacity of local and regional institutions in 
the issues related to spatial and territorial planning and management, lea-

Development Agency of Idrija and Cerkno

on the left,
CADSES area with the territory covered by 
POLY.DEV. partnership
picture by Veneto Region.
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ding to a common polycentric spatial development pers-
pective of EU member States in the CADSES area.
The project aims at:
•  contributing to a better comprehension of European 
Community and national policies for this sector;
•  clearing how decisions about the land-use, at different 
competencies levels and in different issues, may be co-
ordinated;
•  setting up a scientific network among various fields of 
spatial planning development.

POLY.DEV. experiments and validates the application of 
forecasting patterns and strategies for sustainable and 
polycentric spatial planning towards ESDP, ESPON, and 
CEMAT principles. This is accomplished by means of:
• studying how to lead land development towards pat-
terns outlined in ESDP, ESPON, and CEMAT in order to 
avoid extreme polarization around few centres and mar-
ginalisation of the peripheral areas. Also, the natural and 
cultural heritage must be managed in a balanced way 
through participative decision making processes;
• developing pilot actions in different CADSES target 
areas (rural, urban, coastal, and cross border), providing 
conditions of equal accessibility to infrastructures both 
for mobility and for knowledge distribution;
• ensuring scientific methodological approach and quality 
of outputs with an international Scientific and Technical 
Committee;
• mainstreaming of processes and results throughout 
lifelong of project at different levels (from local to Euro-
pean) targeting at different actors interested.

The project has been organised towards the direction 
given by European spatial planning strategies, from the 
perspectives given by ESDP to the renewed ones fo-
reseen in the Territorial Agenda of the EU 2007-2011. 
Many issues have been afforded by POLY.DEV. from a 
project perspective in order to strengthen territorial cohe-
sion within Europe’s diverse regions. Some general prio-
rities are to:
•  improve the development of a balanced and polycen-
tric urban system and a new urban-rural relationship;  
•  to make territorial planning choices sustainable.

Moreover, this project developed actions coherent with 
other priorities towards the territorial cohesion foreseen 
in the Territorial Agenda. The first action was to design 
regional and sub-regional development strategies for 
improving territorial attractiveness through a new form 
of partnerships and territorial governance between rural 
and urban areas identifying common assets. The GIS 
maps (produced with a shared, transnational appro-
ach among the project partners and partially produced 
in this publication) are tools providing lots of territorial 
information, and so they can supply policy makers with 
comparable data in order to find common orientations for 
different territories, and to present points in common.

The project partnership represents different EU coun-
tries: Slovenia, Slovakia, Greece, Bulgaria, and Italy are 
involved with both institutions and territorial development 
agencies. Direct beneficiaries concerned by the project 
are public local institutions, regions, and municipalities 

Podkorito, a view of landscape with settlement and water features in the prealpine area of the North Primorska, Slovenia - photo by ICRA
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Porto Marghera, abandoned industrial building, Venice, Italy - photo by Veneto Region.

Mestre, airview of the restored sheds and the new buildings, in particular cover dock called “Laguna Palace”, urban rehabilitation, Venice, Italy  
photo by Favero&Milan Engineering.
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Porto San Giorgio, Marche Region, Italy - photo by Giorgio Doria.

quences on the evolution of spatial planning;
•  attitudes and potentialities of spatial development in 
the study areas of the project;  
•  studies and surveys carried out about connections 
between coastal, rural, and urban areas.

The study attempts to identify the strengths and weak-
nesses of the territories interested in the project under a 
comparative approach, with particular reference to:
•  a promotion of a spatial, sustainable, and polycentric 
development processes;
•  a protection of the diversity in natural and cultural re-
sources;
•  a strengthening of the partnership among urban, rural, 
and coastal areas;
•  a development of balanced and polycentric urban sy-
stems; 
•  a wider awareness of environmental and socio-econo-
mic impacts deriving from spatial development.

On the basis of the data collected in the first phase, a 
definition of a pattern of polycentric spatial planning sha-
red at transnational level has been developed. The ap-
plication of the pattern supports the promotion of rational 
land-use, and accordingly a process of sustainable local 
development.

The pattern of spatial planning focuses on three main 
topics, closely connected:
•  development of polycentric and balanced spatial sy-
stems, capable of avoiding extreme polarization around 

with their offices in charge of spatial planning. These 
benefit from the project in terms of taking advantage of 
the tools, strategies, and principles for a sustainable, 
polycentric development outlined within the project itself. 
This contributes to an easier, concrete application of the 
sustainable, polycentric development principles set out 
in the ESDP for the day-to-day statutory and administra-
tive spatial planning work. 
Furthermore, local authorities in charge of the spatial 
planning where the pilot actions take place,  private en-
terprises and population directly involved by the actions 
may take direct advantage of strategies and patterns en-
visaged.  

The general and specific objectives of the project pass 
through the activities outlined in the following chapters of 
this publication.

A preliminary analysis firstly recognized, collected, and 
compared experiences in spatial planning, carried out 
by the project partners within their own relevant areas,   
such as legislation and European Community, national 
and regional guidelines on land-governance and land-
use. The study focuses on:
•  common points and divergences in the present legi-
slation on spatial and urban planning in the member sta-
tes;
•  common and different tools for land-use, applied at the 
regional and local levels;
•  changes in land-governance and land-use induced by 
social and economical transformations, and their conse-
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some few centres and the related alienation of suburban 
areas; 
•  setting up of equal accessibility conditions to mobility 
infrastructures and to the tools for the dissemination of 
knowledge (info-structures);  
•  balanced, natural, and cultural heritage management,  
which is the reserve for future generations and a resour-
ce for economical and social development.

An application of the common principles and approaches 
outlined in the previous phases and of the forecasting 
pattern has been carried out at local level by project 
partners to support the verification of the effective appli-
cability and efficiency of the pattern implemented in the 
previous phase. A collection of all required information 
on environmental and spatial issues of areas concerned 
by the study, in terms of land-use, obligations, natural, 
environmental, and landscape value, on strengths and 
weaknesses of each single area of the study, on the main 
social and economic transformations that have occur-
red in these areas in the last decades has been carried 
out in order to apply the pattern. Then, the forecasting 
pattern was applied to the setting up of a related Geo-
graphic Information System (GIS), which highlights the 
developmental dynamics in terms of soil-demand and 
environmental impact. On the basis of the forecasts of 
the development pattern, the identification of the poten-
tial development centres within the study areas, and of 
the tools and planning strategies which may be useful for 
the application the polycentric sustainable development, 
have been focused.

Finally, the dissemination has been intended as part of 
a mainstreaming strategy which gives life to a process 
going along with all of the project activities. The quali-
ty of contents to be transferred has been validated by 
the project Scientific and Technical Committee. This is a 
transnational board consisting of six experts represen-
ting four countries involved in the project: Italy, Slovenia, 
Slovakia, and Greece. It was responsible for giving gui-
delines for developing project actions and for validating 
project outputs.
A Mainstreaming Action Plan has been developed to plan 
and develop the transfers of practices and methodolo-
gies experimented to the different local systems and ter-
ritories, to countries participating to the project, to coun-
tries of CADSES area, to EU countries, and to Turkey as 
candidate country. At the end of the project, a Results 
Exploitation Action Plan (REAP) is delivered to identify 
results to be utilised and transferred. The mainstreaming 
and exploitation strategy is multilevel (from local to Eu-
ropean) and multi-actor oriented. A Discussion Forum in 
Brussels has been organised in order to transfer outputs 
at European level to the relevant actors involved in the 
definition and management of the territorial strategies.

Padua, historical centre of the city with a view of the ancient astronomi-
cal observatory, Italy - photo by Tiziana Quaglia.
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This chapter was written on the base of the POLY.DEV. 
Regional Reports prepared by project partners and 

compiled by Milena Marega and Zuzana Hudekova.
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Description of the work carried out
A study of the territory covered by the POLY.DEV. project was one of the first 
activities carried out with the aim of outlining the state of land and spatial 
planning towards an application of ESDP, ESPON and CEMAT principles in 
each pilot region. This study was the basis for identifying gaps between pre-
sent spatial planning and the opportunities provided by its implementation.

On the basis of the data collected and analyzed, an overview was provi-
ded on the legislation that regulates the spatial planning sector, especially 
polycentric development, the main policies related to spatial planning and 
polycentric development, the institutional set-up on the national, regional, 
and local levels, as well as studies and research carried out on spatial plan-
ning issues.

The Regional Reports were prepared as a basis for a comparison of existing 
legislative / policy / institutional conditions in spatial development issues in 
involved regions / countries, and especially a basis for the follow-up activi-
ties of the POLY.DEV. project: a specific territorial analysis for identification 
of gaps and opportunities; and for preparation of Local Working Tables and 
other territorial animation activities using a bottom-up approach for sharing 
common local goals towards ESDP and ESPON. 

ESDP, ESPON, and CEMAT principles in the pilot regions
ESDP, ESPON, and CEMAT principles are well incorporated in laws and 
policies at the national level in all POLY.DEV. countries. As concerns the 
incorporation of ESDP principles at the regional level, Veneto and two Greek 
Regions are at the most advanced stage (Veneto Regional Master Plan, 
and Regional Framework Plans in Thessaly and Sterea Ellada Regions). 
Also in the Marche Region, the main urban characteristic is its polycentrism, 
but the related themes are not yet directly expressed in the legal text or in 
the programs and policies objectives. Different spatial planning instruments, 

preliminary analysis
Dimos P. Anastasiou 

Dimitra Kyriakopoulou
Mateja Šepec Jeršič

Christos Trigkonis

on the left,
Veneto Region, airview of Venice-Padua me-
tropolitan area, digital ortophoto - flight IT2000  
by CGR Parma. 
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including institutional set-up are in place for the prepara-
tion and implementation of a sustainable spatial develop-
ment policy for the Marche Region. 

National acts and policies in Slovenia and Slovakia in-
corporate the ESDP principles, but their implementation 
on the regional level is lagging behind. There is a lack 
of appropriate regional level regulation, lack of incen-
tives and instruments, as well as appropriate institutions 
which would bring the ESDP and polycentrism aspects 
from a declarative stage to a practical implementation at 
the regional level.

State of polycentrism in the pilot areas
Polycentrism in the model area of Prefecture of Fthiotida 
was examined using two methodological approaches: 
• The application of two extreme patterns for the defini-
tion of Polycentrism in the Prefecture of Fthiotida, i.e., 
the mono-nuclear pattern and the poly-nuclear pattern. 
The area could be classified in the middle ground, and 
slightly towards the mono-nuclear pattern. The City of 
Lamia was the lead node and other, smaller, dominant 
nodes were distributed at the study area. 
• The ESPON methodologies and geographical infor-
mation systems were used to breakdown and analyze 
the Polycentrism concept in the study area. When ur-
ban areas were classified according to the population 
threshold of 10,000, then three functional urban areas 
(FUAs) were derived: Lamia, Sperhiada, and Atalanti. 
Using the quantitative approach of “Isochrone Areas” 
(ESPON, 2004) where accessibility to urban poles is 
within 45 minutes travel time, it can be concluded that 
accessibility of the Prefecture is at good levels.

The Polycentrism in the Slovakian model region, the 
Žilina region, was examined through the functional ur-
ban areas (FUA) that were considered as basic tenets 
of Polycentrism. When assessing all 119 urban centers 
of Slovakia, which should have become centers in the-
se areas, economic functions and services (i.e., social, 
educational, and financial infrastructures) were taken 
into account. While respecting these centers, the FUA 

territory has been defined as a territory in which 20% 
of actively working populations work or travel to work in 
an urban centre of this functional urban area. Individual 
FUAs have been divided according to importance. The 
territory of the Žilina administrative region includes two 
FUAs of international and national importance; and four 
FUAs of regional importance. In the Žilina administrati-
ve region there is a Žilina agglomeration, which together 
with the towns of Martin and Vrútky, creates a strong ag-
glomeration reaching the area of Kysuce (Čadca), Tu-
riec, and Rajec. 

Polycentrism is the main urban characteristic of the Mar-
che Region. The Marche Region can be qualified as a 
case of polycentrism based not on big cities, but on poles 
of a city or, better, on a matrix of 11 FUAs. These urban 
poles are not institutional cities but whole adjoining ci-
ties represented, in the urban polycentrism perspective, 
as “an integrated local system.” In addition to the FUAs 
another relevant aspect of Marche polycentrism is refer-
red to the existence, in internal hilly areas, of a small 
urban centre characterized by high historical-urban, en-
vironmental and landscape quality, and by slow, but high 
potential economic dynamics.

In the Slovenian model area – Southern Primorska 
region, the urban network is adequately developed. 
However, there is some disparity because of the lack 
of significant local centers in the Karst hinterland where 
some centers should strengthen – and thereby enhance 
access to urban functions – and reduce the pressure on 
the narrow coastal belt. Koper, the centre of the regional 
urban network of the study area, shall be developed into 
an important national freight transport node and seaport, 
and develops functions of a centre of national significan-
ce. On the international level, links with the neighboring 
regions in Italy and Croatia are being reinforced. Becau-
se of the absence of a regional level, the autonomy of 
municipalities in determining the settlement policy poses 
a problem to the establishment of polycentrism. Therefo-
re, directing the development of urban networks is more 
difficult on the regional level, as every municipality stri-

Kammena Vourla, coastal area with a seashore settlement and the 
mountains of Fthiotida, Greece - photo by Dimitris Papaleloudis.
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areas and Marshallian Industrial Districts, and mountain 
areas regeneration.

In order to realize the polycentric vision, Veneto Regional 
proposes urban central places as the “backbone” capa-
ble of organizing this objective. In this model, the city is 
the engine of future development in relation to the eco-
nomic system.

Gaps and opportunities in pilot areas
Prefecture of Fthiotida (Greece) 
The opportunities towards ESDP are represented by 
the accessibility and Polycentrism which are the inhe-
rent characteristics of the Prefecture of Fthiotida. The 
spatial analyses has shown that the Fthiotida has a geo-
graphically strategic territorial position, along the major 
development and transport axis of the country and the 
numerous accessibility networks by sea and land, provi-
ding a distinct area advantage for further enhancement 
of tourism, trade and transport of goods activities.
The Prefecture of Fthiotida has an organized industrial 
area (B.I.P.E. in Greek). Also, with the continuously im-
proving and under development  major road and rail 
network, the area could attract additional firms  in the 
wider  region and improve local and territorial economy. 
It has an  increasing population (ESYE,Athena2001), 
and the GDP per capita classification places the study 
area at the 15th position in the country. 
The geo-morphologic and ecological variability, and the 
undeveloped nature of the majority of rural lands, provi-
de the potential for diverse agricultural production and 
several tourism forms. Archeological and cultural sour-
ces of tourism also provide potential for additional touri-
sm development.
A high percentage of the primary production sector could 
represent some gaps toward ESDP principles, and is the 
potential for large improvements on the quality and quan-
tity side (this time, due to the close distance to Athens, 
the secondary sector is not growing in line with the pri-
mary sector supply).
Also, some gaps towards ESDP for Fthiotida could be 
considered the following: Fthiotida is in need of improve-

ves to attract investment (business zones, housing, etc.) 
irrespective of the rationality in a regional context. 

In the Northern Primorska region, the centre of the re-
gional urban network is Nova Gorica, which is within the 
urban area of three settlements and in the frame of the 
urban agglomeration that also includes few settlements. 
In the two-level, polycentric structured network of the cen-
ters of national and regional significance, Nova Gorica 
has been identified as a centre of national significance. 
Nova Gorica shall be developed as a strong economic 
and cultural centre because of its exposed position at the 
western border of Slovenia, which will allow cooperation 
with cross-border regions in Italy on an equal basis, and 
as an important regional transport node. There are three 
centers of regional significance in the area. 

The urban network on the local level also consists of the 
centers at the inter-municipality level and other important 
local centers. The network is adequately developed, al-
though a significant difference can be observed between 
the density of population – which is lower in the northern 
part of the region. Therefore the centres of the inter-mu-
nicipality level and important local centres in the moun-
tainous part shall be strengthened and enhance the ac-
cess to urban function in order to (at least) maintain the 
actual level of population. 

In the Veneto Region, 20 cities were evaluated through 
the ESPON 1.1.2 methodology 10 focusing on the urban-
rural interaction. Within this methodology 10 different 
typologies of FUAs from land use, population density, ur-
ban employment, etc. were developed. The major part of 
the Veneto cities belongs to the category of “Urban-rural, 
densely populated, and high urban integration,” except 
Vicenza, which should be considered as “Urban, densely 
populated, and with high urban integration” and Bellu-
no as “Peripheral-rural, not densely populated, but with 
high urban integration.” Veneto polycentric interpretation 
involves: urban systems and towns re-capitalisation (ur-
ban capital stocks), the metropolitan regional network 
system, strategic central places, integrated productive 

Natural landscape structure in south part of Bratislava, the capital city 
of Slovakia - photo by Zuzana Hudekova.

Regional centre in the North Primorska, Slovenia - photo by Tadeja 
Bezeljak, ICRA.
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ments in integrated environmental protection planning, 
as well as of more effectiveness in the large settlements’ 
expansion control, especially in the urban fringe. Finally, 
there is need of improving the goods and services acces-
sibility for citizens, especially at “Less Favored Areas”.  

Žilina Region (Slovakia)
One of the biggest opportunities towards ESDP is un-
doubtedly the advantageous geographical and transport 
position. The region borders the Czech Republic and Po-
land, boasting a transport connection in the East-West 
direction and the North-South direction. Other opportu-
nities are an attractive natural environment with speci-
fic natural particularities proper for the development of 
tourism, as well as the cultural and historical values of 
the landscape. The production structure in the region is 
diversified with dominance of industry. The population 
is stabilized with a favorable vitality index and labor re-
production, the region has quality human potential with 
relatively high level of education and qualification. It is 
a developed area for information technologies, with se-
condary schools in the region, as well as the existence of 
four universities and university-affiliated branches.
A higher-level transport system (highways) hasn’t been 
completed, as well as the technical infrastructure (buil-
ding sewerage systems lagging behind building the wa-
ter supply systems), there is an insufficient number and 
capacity of waste water treatment plants, as well as some 
environmental burdens in the districts of Ružomberok 
and Žilina. The unemployment rate is persistently high 
in the Kysuce and Orava regions. In spite of richness 

of the cultural heritage, cultural monuments are in bad 
condition.

Southern Primorska Region (Slovenia)
By socio-economic indicators, the area of Southern 
Primorska is one of the most successful in Slovenia. It 
enjoys an attractive position on the coast between the 
borders with Italy and Croatia. Human capital is one of 
the most significant advantages of the region, the level 
of unemployment is low, and the service sector is well-
developed.
Well-preserved nature, good quality drinking water, high 
biodiversity, and landscape diversity with a high share of 
forests are also opportunities in addition to its position 
on the 5th European transport corridor. A fast developing 
port and the existence of a small international airport of 
Portorož make for developmental possibilities.
Disparities between the urbanized and developed coa-
stal part and the Karst hinterland (in settlement density, 
number of significant local centres, urban network, and 
accessibility), as well as development disparities in com-
parison to the Italian cross-border region are indicators 
of gaps in the region.
A lack of highly qualified work places, a high share of 
unemployed young people and a high daily migration 
index, are also the gaps of the region, as well as incom-
plete environmental protection infrastructure, and weak 
protection of water resources. Unsustainable mobility (a 
neglected railway), a weak cross-border urban network, 
and urban sprawl are the gaps related mobility, not to 
mention that some parts of the region still have problems 

South-west part of Bratislava, the capital city of Slovakia - photo by Zuzana Hudekova.
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with accessibility (low quality of secondary roads).

Northern Primorska Region (Slovenia)
According to socio-economic indicators the area of the 
Northern Primorska Region, following tightly the Sou-
thern Primorska Region, can be considered among the 
regions with a  higher rate of development in the coun-
try.
The strategic position of the region in Europe, with its 
proximity to the big transport corridors and great markets, 
existence of key economy supporting institutions (incu-
bators, technological centres and parks, and research 
institutes, etc.) are advantages in the region, as well as 
its preserved nature and heterogeneous cultural herita-
ge. Its international port and airport in direct vicinity of the 
region, tourist airports in the region, and active regional 
centres are the possibilities for the development of tou-
rism. 

Several developmental disparities between the lower and 
higher part of the area were identified, reflected in insuffi-
ciently developed inter-municipal centres and other local 
centres in the higher part of the region, poor accessibility 
of the regional centre, especially from the higher parts 
of the region. The following gaps were identified: a high 
rate of use of personal transport means in the region; 
insufficient connections with other Slovenian centres in 
the border area; unsuitable waste treatment; unsuitable 
supporting transport network (road connections, railway) 
in the region (both interregional and cross-border); and a 
weak demographic and educational structure of inhabi-

tants and employees (brain drain from the region).

Marche Region (Italy) 
The quality of life, environmental safeguards, and spatial 
development are the aspects that motivate the strategic 
diffusion on the territory of population and economic ac-
tivities. Both economic aspects and socio-cultural ones 
are enforced by the pattern of inhabitants and produc-
tive settlements; the entrepreneurial system is the main 
example of this process.
To a wider extent the prospective of harmonic strengthe-
ning of the infrastructure and communication network 
would guarantee a higher internal and external intercon-
nection (Piedimontana); also the services supply for the 
population is very important to avoid isolation of certain 
groups of elderly people in this territory characterized by 
a high rate of obsolescence. The policies in favor of the 
intermodality are also of high importance.
The data obtained as a result of the analysis of the in-
dicators suggest that there is still limited interaction 
between the salient aspects of the regional development 
(Economy, Environment, and Society) which result from 
the lack of integration of policies and of territorial plan-
ning rules already in existence. The aspects referred to 
the enhancement and growth of job opportunities in the 
environmental, rural, and tourist systems are still critical. 
In fact, the dimensions of environmental safeguards, and 
of reorganization of the interaction between the rural and 
industrial sector have been characterized by a lack of 
planning of the institutional system.

Fusina, rural building and industrial landscape, Venice, Italy - photo  by Veneto Region.
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Veneto Region (Italy)
For the Veneto Region, polycentrism is a territorially en-
dogenous and balanced organization. In this status of 
the Veneto Plan, it is more similar at a so-called poly-nu-
clear (functional) system. The regional system encoura-
ges local and trans-national integration and co-operation 
and sustains the share of the actors taking part in the de-
velopment through forms of participatory planning. The 
region is active on Lisbon goals in the matter of full em-
ployment, welfare, education, innovation, and has left a 
static vision on behalf of a dynamic and polycentric one, 
that respects the sub-regional local identities. 
Following opportunities were identified: a high level of 
employment; strong social cohesion and high GDP; a 
border with Swiss and French centers of research and 
a recently founded University; good infrastructure equi-
pment; urban-rural woven, trans-national cultural intere-
sts; and a high quality of the food production.
A reduced territorial dimension and limited demographic 
density, as well as fragmentation and the dispersion of 
the population in small urban centres indicate the gaps. 
Tourist offer typologies are based on small isolated loca-
tions, and there is limited integration between agriculture 
and tourism. The region is faced with a dearth of flat lan-
ds, and the level of infrastructures is low with particular 
regard to railways and airports. There is insufficient in-
terrelation with the over border centers and insufficient 
interest of the SMEs for innovation, as well as lowly ap-
proached at wide band nets.

Local Working Tables
The preliminary analysis carried out was shared with 
local actors in the project target areas. From a general 
point of view these activities contributed to support the 
dialogue with local stakeholders, as an appropriate way 
to raise the interest of local actors on spatial planning 
issues.
During the meeting, the contribution of the local people 
was of high importance and help offered to the scientific 
group who implements the POLY.DEV. project.
Questionnaires and interviews were effective tools to 

bring local people closer to the project’s rationale.
This activity, as presented to the partners’ meetings, 
gave the opportunity to the partners to exchange know-
ledge and thinking about spatial planning in a more glo-
bal way.
Dissemination of partial results of POLY.DEV. project hel-
ped local actors and stakeholders to assimilate project 
needs and expected outputs with regard to EU official 
documents on sustainable spatial planning and concep-
ts.
Through general participative procedures, the project’s 
original goals are expected to be better consolidated into 
various diversified territories of project partners’ concer-
ned areas.

Veneto Region (Italy): Through Local Working Table 
the Veneto Region raised the dialogue over spatial po-
licies in the European issues frame, as the region aims 
at playing an important role in networking due to its cen-
tral position between the Western and Eastern European 
countries. Regarding the next programming period from 
2007, Veneto will substitute the logic of cooperation and 
cohesion with a competitiveness strategy. This action 
gave the opportunity to the Veneto Region that public 
administrations and stakeholders were able to interact 
with polycentric and sustainable spatial planning topics.
 
Northern Primorska Region (Slovenia): In the case of 
Northern Primorska, the dialogue implemented during 
the meeting led to useful contributions by the participant 
on themes like settlement, traffic, and landscape. The-
se contributions and orientations were gathered in order 
to be used in further implementation of the POLY.DEV. 
project. Action 1.4 also had the purpose of informing lo-
cal participants about the EU documents and other Eu-
ropean policies for spatial planning, as the knowledge of 
these documents is very low.  

Southern Primorska Region (Slovenia): The discus-
sion made was expedient for detecting problems, such 
as disparities between the urbanized and developed coa-
stal part, disparities in urban network, etc. The need for 

A view of the monument  reserves of the rural character and folk archi-
tecture, Slovakia - photo by SAZP, Banska Bystrica.
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complementarity, competitiveness, and attractiveness of 
investments in the wider EU space was raised. The con-
clusion made was: a) that the cross-border cooperation 
is vital to enhance competitiveness; b) basic infrastruc-
ture projects require integrated solving and cooperation 
among the municipalities and public utilities; and c) rural 
areas suffer from problems regarding the quality of pu-
blic services.

Magnesia Prefecture (Greece): The Local Working 
Table raised the interest of various local actors and 
stakeholders. All attendees were informed about the new 
and innovative approaches for sustainable spatial plan-
ning issued at ESDP, ESPON projects, and CEMAT. The 
main concern of the target group focused on the difficul-
ties of implementing actions on a spatial basis. Taking 
into consideration the lack of territorial plans and the 
deficiency of the appropriate funds for the financing of 
city plans – while many problems were faced in the past 
regarding overlapping authorities – several drawbacks 
exist in order to achieve the desirable goals. 

Žilina Region (Slovakia): Before the Local Working Ta-
ble relevant materials about the project and EU spatial 
principles were distributed to local stakeholders, as well 
as a questionnaire for identification of the level of know-
ledge and aspect of local groups on EU documents and 
policies from the field of spatial development. The main 
feedback from the questionnaires was that: 
•  Local actors and stakeholders have a very little know-
ledge about EU perspectives in the field of spatial deve-
lopment;
•  Local development plans are quite difficult to realize in 
most of the cases (the main reason is money); 
•  Developmental priorities are mainly economic deve-
lopment, followed by environmental protection, and so-
cial and institutional development. 

Marche Region (Italy): The Marche Region succeeded 
in exchanging experience with the partners and the local 
bodies. It detected best practices and good examples in 
spatial planning and tried to optimize the institutions’ ef-

fective involvement in territorial issues. Cooperation was 
also effective in finding policies for sustainable develop-
ment. The local working table was also a good opportuni-
ty to communicate to the Local Bodies the principles and 
the policy choices of ESDP.

Fthiotida Prefecture (Greece): The scope of the series 
of technical meetings and interviews under the activity 
1.4, was to gather input from local stakeholders for the 
spatial planning, polycentrism, and sustainability of the 
area, as well as to better introduce the local stakeholders 
the POLY.DEV. Project, and to gather their detailed input 
for further actions. Besides that a questionnaire was di-
stributed to the Local Bodies, which helped them to bet-
ter understand the context and the aims of the project. 

Mazzorbo island in the venetian lagoon, Venice, Italy 
photo by Tiziana Quaglia  
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This chapter offered a theoretical base for the practical application of prin-
ciples and forecasting sustainable patterns which were implemented in the 
following project phase. The activities for this part focused on two main ac-
tions:
1.  Definition of required principles for the application of the sustainable spa-
tial polycentric development pattern in the frame of ESDP and ESPON; 
2.  Setting up of a forecasting sustainable pattern for development trends of 
new settlements in the territory concerned (respective pilot regions as de-
scribed in the preliminary analysis) within ESDP and ESPON requirements.

Background
Despite many differences that are evident from the territorial analyses of all 
pilot regions, some similar trends in spatial development within the pan-Eu-
ropean space can be observed in the recent past, e.g. the growth of urban 
centers, especially medium-sized towns, problems associated with urban 
sprawl, stable or decreasing population, or an increasing demand for new 
housing influenced by the growing number of single-person households. 
The increasing use of private cars is also a common issue – with its impact 
on both retail and residential developments in urban areas. It was the rela-
tionship between environmental quality and human population health whi-
ch first led to concerns about negative tendencies in this area in the past. 
Taking into consideration that the majority of European citizens live in cities, 
it is necessary to consider the urban environmental quality. According to 
the latest estimates by the scientific community, global warming and related 
climatic changes are developing more rapidly than expected. Vegetation in 
urban areas is becoming an unavoidable necessity; however, its protection 
and creation is on the margins of land planning activities. The urban atmo-
sphere suffers not only from environmental problems, but from socio-econo-
mic ones as well, such as a lack of job opportunities, unemployment, and 
the resulting poverty of a certain portion of the population; limited societal 
services and amenities related to areas such as accommodation, education, 
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and cultural activities and events; problematic disparities 
in the socio-economic structure of the populace leading 
to socio-pathological phenomena. These problems, too, 
need to be solved – preferably in parallel with the above-
mentioned environmental issues.

Guidelining principles for sustainable 
spatial development
The definition of sustainability was presented through a 
range of studies, documents etc. For the purposes of this 
research, sustainability is defined as the incorporation of 
environmental, economic, and social/political dimensions 
so as to achieve the changes in patterns of production 
and consumption which are necessary to ensure that all 
people living today and in the future have equitable ac-
cess to social and economic development within environ-
mental limits. Also the definition of the Brundtland report  
coincides with this: “Sustainable development means 
that the needs of the present generation should be met 
without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs”1.

These definitions include a broad range of operational 
fields and principles of sustainability. However, some fol-
lowing principles seem to cover the most crucial issues: 
Equity – social inclusion implies equitable distribution 
of adequate and affordable basic services in education, 
transport, energy, employment, health, etc. To safeguard 
the earth’s capacity to support life in all its diversity and 
respect the limits of the planet’s natural resources and 
ensure a high level of protection and improvement of the 

quality of the environment is a matter of environmental 
protection. Also crucial is the precautionary principle whi-
ch means to implement evaluation procedures and take 
appropriate preventive action in order to avoid damage 
to human health or to the environment. The principles 
of democracy, empowerment, governance–subsidiarity 
principles should ensure participation in all sectors in 
planning and decision-making processes. 
Sustainable development is an ongoing and long-term 
process which requires solidarity within and between ge-
nerations to address the needs of current generations 
without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their needs in the European Union and elsewhere. 
Coherence between all policies and coherence between 
local, regional, national, and global actions are essential 
in order to enhance their contribution to a sustainable, 
integrated development. Finally, it is important to ensu-
re the use of the best available knowledge and that all 
actions are economically sound and cost-effective. The 
approaches of the project partners were different, but ac-
tually comprising more or less the same crucial subjects 
as seen in Table 1. 

Setting up of a forecasting sustainable pat-
tern for development trends of new settle-
ments in the concerned territories
Following the guidelines and principles of the previous 
section the project partners created a forecasting pattern 
for development trends in their respective pilot region. 
The focus was certainly on the sustainability of the cer-
tain developments. The guidelines for the section com-

Oriago, Mira, St.Maddalena church in the Riviera del Brenta, Venice, Italy - photo by Veneto Region.
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prised some specific aspects which should be conside-
red when developing such a pattern:
•  Sustainable transport
Mobility and traffic situation, reducing the need of travel, 
building opportunities for walking, decoupling of transport 
growth and GDP growth, etc.
•  Sustainable design
Control of urban sprawl, mix functional areas, mixed use 
development, accessibility to services (especially open 
green spaces, basic services, and transport), mainte-
nance and management of natural environment and cul-

tural urban heritage, creation of open space and water 
network, etc.
•  Rural development
Land use changes from agricultural land to urban land, 
as demand for housing and dependence on the private 
car increases, appropriate nature conservation and pro-
tection of the countryside
•  Sustainable construction
The quality of the built environment, minimizing energy 
use in building sector, promotes identity and historical 
continuity, etc.

Overarching principles
• Inter generational equity
• Inter-societal equity
• Local/regional self sufficiency
• Risk prevention and reduction
• Use of best available knowledge
Environmental principles
• Maintaining the capacity of natural systems
• Minimization of resource consumption
• Improving environmental quality
Economic / societal principles
• Protect and develop the economic system with a long term                
                approach
• Develop the human social system, the civil society
• Increase the capacity of the political system

(Urban) Polycentrism
• Territorial equilibrium
• Social cohesion
• Historical and cultural heritage
• Economic potential
• Democracy
Environmental sustainability
• Reduction in the used energy
• Reduction in the used material
• Reduction in the direct eco-systemic interferences
Human landscape conservation

Source: REC Slovakia Source: Marche Region (Italy)

Table 1: Principles for sustainable spatial development, sample approaches of project partners

Landscape structure in Kysuce, Žilina Region, Slovakia 
photo by Jaroslav Velička.
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•  Sustainable management
Sustainable management of the territory, public partici-
pation, equality, and social inclusion, etc.
•  Environment and energy
Climate change adaptation of urban and rural areas, 
energy efficiency and CC control, protection of existing 
forests, and the conservation of natural environment in 
new settlements establishing, etc.

Although similar trends and development occur in cities 
and regions all over Europe, as described in the begin-
ning of this chapter, an individual, adapted approach has 
to be development for each region as they have different 
background conditions and also different approaches 
to influence development. Hence, a forecasting pattern 
for sustainable territorial development often has similar 
goals and is based on similar principles but is structured 
more or less differently in every region. A costal region 
in Greece has other needs, demands and another initial 
position than a region in the Western Carpathian Moun-

Southern Primorska region (Slovenia) Veneto Region, Venezia-Padua (Italy)

A) Enhance the competitiveness of the region
A1 Establishment of competitive cross-border polycentric urban 
network
•  Visibility of cross-border urban area
•  Concentration of urban potentials
A2 Establishment of competitive rural areas
•  Preservation of rural settlements
•  Strengthening urban–rural partnership
A3 Better accessibility
•  Completing the highway network
•  Maritime infrastructure development
•  Development of the region’s airport
•  Reconstruction of other roads
•  Accessibility of knowledge / ICT
B) Upgrade the quality of life in the region
B1 Strengthening of sustainable communities
•  Apply sustainable planning principles
•  Urban concentration, mixed use, re-urbanization
•  Wise Management of urban ecosystems, parks, green areas and 
natural resources
•  Sustainable mobility systems
•  Quality of urban design, sustainable buildings, urban renewal
B2 Strengthening of identity and attractiveness
•  Protection of cultural heritage
•  Landscape and nature protection, coastal zone management
B3 Sustainable management of natural resources
•  Water, forestry, agriculture, mining
•  Protection from disasters
•  Sustainable energy

A) Environment Protection
•  Decontamination of industrial sites
•  Decrease urban and industrial rubbish
•  Reduction of water use, recognition and respect of natural preserved 
areas
B) Cultural Heritage Protection
•  Valorisation of dispersed settlements and their agricultural surroun-
ding
•  Restoration of agricultural structures
•  Tourist diffusion, car-less access
•  New approaches to manage the preservation of cultural heritage 
sites
C) Equity–Social inclusion, solidarity
•  Home policy for the integration
•  Linguistic training for new citizens
•  Fight against illegal activities
•  Reduction of social conflicts between “old” and “new” citizens
•  Improve information about job opportunities, social services
D) Sustainable economic development
•  Reduction of sprawl in rural areas
•  Intense use of renewal energy
•  Ecological standards in construction
•  Promotion network for associated products and between research 
centres
•  Water and railroad infrastructure
E) Sustainable cities
•  Control urban sprawl
•  Mixture of functions and social groups
•  Wise resource-saving management of the urban ecosystem
•  Sustainable modes of transport
•  Sustainable building construction
•  Centre for territorial sustainable research
F) Democracy, empowerment, governance-subsidiarity princi-
ples

Souce: RRC Koper, ICRA d.o.o. Idrija Source: INU Veneto

Table 2: Summary of a forecasting sustainable patterns for development trends in the pilot regions

tains in the Slovak Republic. Table 2 shows the approach 
of two project partners.

At first glance quite many similarities can be identified 
between the approaches for the Slovenian and the Italian 
regions. However, looking closer some regional-specific 
aspects can be recognised. In the Southern Primorska 
region there is a major focus on questions of cross-bor-
der issues and nature protection while in the region of Ve-
nezia-Padua a major issue referrers to the management 
of cultural heritage and the handling of mass tourism, 
especially in and around Venezia. Also, the integration of 
immigrants is an important topic for Venezia, while it is 
not particularly mentioned for Southern Primorska.

Also other approaches, like from the project partner from 
the Prefecture of Fthiotida (Region of Sterea Ellada, 
Greece), seem to include the major challenges of sustai-
nable spatial development. They pointed out six fields 
which clearly show the necessity of incorporating of the 
sometimes opposing goals of sustainability and the fo-
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1World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), 1987: 
Our Common Future – also known as the Brundtland Report

stering of (economic) competitiveness:
1. Support of the factors of dynamism, attractiveness 
and competitiveness of cities;
2. The cities’ sustainable development;
3. The development of forms of cooperation between city 
and countryside;
4.  The economic diversification of rural area;
5. The link between built-up areas and high-natural 
areas; 
6.  A deeper knowledge of the territory.

It is to be crucial in all contributions to combine the goals 
of sustainability and (economic) development which mi-
ght also depend on each other when seen from a long-
term perspective. The keyword here is polycentricity, a 
concept to incorporate competitiveness and sustainabi-
lity. This incorporation in current development concepts 
is certainly the major challenge for most of the regions in 
Europe at the moment and in the future. Through a set 
of indicators related to these aspects the forecasting pat-

Vlkolìnec - village inscribed in the UNESCO cultural heritage list, Slo-
vakia - photo by Kristina Hudekova.

terns will assist in the further evaluation of the individual 
current trends and situations and identify opportunities 
for a polycentric development in the pilot areas.
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Introduction
According to the rationale of the Project, each partner could freely choose a 
target area on the basis to its own criteria and objectives. Consequently, the 
selected target areas differ greatly in terms of social, economic, and territo-
rial structures in terms of environmental (and ecosystemic) features and with 
regard to the ‘governance structure.’
To conduct a comparative analysis of the result of the Pilot Studies is no-
netheless very useful. To see how different the features of the target areas 
may be, some patterns are emerging which are useful to call to attention. 
There are also some lessons to draw that might be useful to improve the 
current policy framework.

Case studies: short descriptions
The Banska Bystrika Region (Slovakia)
The Banska Bystrika Region is located in the Southern part of Central Slo-
vakia, on the border with Hungary. It is one of the eight NUTS 3 units in 
the Slovak Republic. It covers an area of 9,455 sqkm and comprises 516 
municipalities. By 2004 its resident population amounted to 658,368 inhabi-
tants (12.2% of the Slovak total population). Its average population density 
is 69.6 inhabitants/sqkm, a value which is considerably lower than the ave-
rage population density in the Slovak Republic (only the district of Banska 
Bystrica shows a higher population density than the national average (109 
inhabitants/sqkm).
The settlement structure of the area is characterized by the prevalence of vil-
lages with a population up to 1,000 inhabitants. All together they account for 
roughly 1/5 of the Region’s population. Only three cities have a population 
above 30,000 inhabitants. The territory differs greatly from a geomorpholo-
gic point of view. The northern part is mountainous, whereas the southern 
part is predominantly flat and hilly. 34.8% of the territory is subject to safe-
guarding. In terms of economic activities, the region of Banska Bystrica may 
be divided into a northern industrial area and a southern agricultural area, 

on the left,
River Soča, Nova Gorica and Gorizia airview, 
Slovenia - photo by Geodetska uprava Repu-
blike Slovenije
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where tourism is a promising, developing industry.
As far the transport infrastructures are concerned, the 
Banska Bystrica Region occupies a central position in 
the territory of the Slovak Republic. The city of Zvolen is 
a very important transport node. 
In terms of environmental quality, the situation in the Re-
gion of Banska Bystrica is similar to those of the other 
Slovakia’s Regions, where industrial production exerci-
ses a strong impact.
Among the eight regions in the Slovak Republic, the Ban-
ska Bystrica Region occupies the fourth position in terms 
of the share of the total GDP (2002 data). With a share 
of 66.3% of the GDP the service industry is the most 
important sector of this region, whereas the industry and 
construction sectors account all together for 28.2% of the 
GDP. Primary industry has a share of 7.2%.

The Prefecture of Fthiotida (Greece)
The Prefecture of Fthiotida is located in the central-ea-
stern coast of Greece, along the major north-south tran-
sport axis of Greece, connecting the cities of Thessaloníki 
and Athens. It is a NUTS 3 unit of the Region of Sterea 
Ellada, Greece. Its population amounts to 178.771 inha-
bitants (ESYE, 2001) and its average population density 
is 40,3 inhabitants/km , which is approximately the half of 
the national average value. 

The settlement structure is characterized by the presen-
ce of one main urban node – the city of Lamia with more 
than 50,000 inhabitants which has a key strategic loca-
tion – a few small centers with more than 4,000 inhabi-
tants and a number of very small settlements with less 
than 2,000 inhabitants. In the past decade (1991 - 2001) 
the total population of the Region has increased by more 
than 4% of the 2001 total (ESYE, Athena2001). Howe-
ver, a general decreasing trend of population is observed 
in the rural areas, whereas in the urban and sub-urban 
areas population tends to increase.

The Prefecture of Fthiotida has variable terrain with  gre-
at geomorphological and ecological variability, since in 
the same area exist Mediterranean sea coasts and envi-

ronments, wetlands, sub Mediterranean temperate and 
mountainous locations up to more than 2000 meters al-
titude. Of great importance are also the Sperchios River 
Delta and the Maliakos Gulf, and the Forest of Mountain 
Oiti. The Prefecture hosts five protected areas belonging 
to the European Network “NATURA 2000” 38% of the 
area is mountainous, 42% semi-mountainous and the 
remaining 20%  are valleys and flatland. 

Primary sector employment is 28%, secondary sector is 
17%, and tertiary sector is 40% of the total “Economically 
Active” (ESYE, 2001) population of the Prefecture. The 
secondary sector has been decreasing in the area, whe-
reas the services industry shows an increasing trend. 
The ongoing development  and/or extensions of the na-
tional highway system (E-65 & E-75) and the country 
railway networks can improve transportation and acces-
sibility to the area as could also modify the landscape 
characteristics.  

The Prefecture of Magnesia (Greece)
 The Prefecture of Magnesia is located in Central Greece 
and comprises the eastern part of Thessaly. It covers an 
area of 2,636 sqkm and comprises 26 local administrati-
ve units (ex NUTS 4). The total population of the Region 
amounts to 207,336 inhabitants (1.8% of the total po-
pulation of the country). The 58.5% lives in urban set-
tlements, 15.7% in semi-urban settlements, and 25.8% 
in rural areas. About 70% of the population lives in the 
capital city Volos – the second-largest city in Thessaly 
and the third commercial port in Greece. Most of the po-
pulation is concentrated near the Pagasetic Gulf and in 
the eastern area of the Prefecture. 
An aspect which is noteworthy is the strong dependence 
of the urban settlements scattered around Volos from it. 
Moreover, in this territory some urban settlements are 
abandoned while others are operative only during the 
holyday season.
In the past decades this region has experienced a positi-
ve demographic trend, although growth rates have been 
decreasing over time. Noteworthy, some of the 26 local 
administrative units of the Prefecture of Magnesia have 

Fermo, Marche Region, Italy - photo by Giorgio Doria.
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experienced negative population trends after 1980s, due 
to urbanization and internal migration from rural to urban 
areas. 
The territory of the Magnesia Prefecture is characterized 
by a great variety of landscapes. 32% of the total area 
is mountainous, 47% semi-mountainous and 21% is flat. 
This region hosts many protected areas and 6 “NATURA 
2000” sites.
This region has a great potential from a cultural, natural, 
and historical point of view. Moreover, it benefits from 
being close to the international airports of Athens and 
Thessalonica and being served by other transport infra-
structures.
The Prefecture of Magnesia is the wealthiest area in the 
Thessaly Region. 
The unemployment rate (11.8%, 2001) shows an increa-
se of about 33% compared with 1991, and a higher value 
of 16.4% among young population.

The Žilina Region (Slovakia)
The territory comprises the two districts of Ružomberok 
and Liptovský Mikuláš, both belonging to the Žilina Re-
gion. The district of Ružomberok (NUTS IV) covers an 
area of 646.8 sqkm and comprises 25 municipalities. Its 
population amounts to 59,067 inhabitants and its popula-
tion density is 91.3 inhabitants/sqkm (2005). The district 
of Liptovský Mikuláš (NUTS IV) covers an area of 1340.7 
sqkm and comprises 56 municipalities. Its population 
amounts to 73,418 inhabitants and its population density 
is 54.8 inhabitants/sqkm (2005). 
The two districts combined cover an area of 1987.5 
sqkm, comprise 81 municipalities, and have a popula-
tion of 132,485 inhabitants.  The settlement structure of 
the target area has a distinctive rural feature characte-
rized by small urban settlements. With the exception of 
the municipalities of Ružomberok and Liptovský Mikuláš, 
all the urban settlements have population ranging from 
about 8,000 to 78 inhabitants. With a population of about 
30,000 inhabitants Ružomberok and Liptovský Mikuláš 
are the main social and economic poles. Other small size 
centres which retain some economic importance are in 
the eastern side of the territory of Liptovský Mikuláš. 

They attract home-workplace commuting flows from the 
entire territory of the target area.
From the point of view of landscape and natural envi-
ronment this target area is one of the most important in 
the Slovakia Republic, hosting three national parks. It is 
also important for its cultural and historical values, but a 
general bad condition of its cultural and historic capital 
has to be highlighted.
As far the infrastructures are concerned, the transport 
system has to be completed (highways) and some basic 
infrastructures are still missing, as the sewerage system, 
the water supply system, the waste water treatment 
plants.
Industry and agriculture are the main economic sectors 
of the target area. The manufacturing sector is rather di-
versified. Among the private services, tourist industry is 
a promising economic activity. 

The Fermo area (Italy)
It covers an area of 863 sqkm and comprises 40 muni-
cipalities. Its population amounts to about 166,000 inha-
bitants (2001) and its average population density is 193 
inhabitants/sqkm. However, higher population densities 
are to be found in the Adriatic coast. The communes lo-
cated in the hilly and mountain territories have densities 
well under the average. 75% of communes of this tar-
get area are very small (below 3,000 inhabitants). In the 
whole region, only the commune of Fermo has a popula-
tion of more than 35,000 inhabitants. 
The distinctive feature of the settlement structure is that 
of diffusion, determined by the historical specific organi-
zation of the agricultural activity. Over the past decades 
population dynamics have caused some changes in the 
settlement structure of the area, and a concentration of 
population (and consequently of human activities) in a 
limited part of its territory - along the Adriatic coast whe-
re 46% of the total population of the area lives - and a 
de-population in most part of it – the hilly and mountain 
territories. 
Total employment in the target area amounts to about 
64,000 employees. The 10 major communes concentra-
te 81% of the total employment of the area. They are the 

City Castle of Filakovo, Slovakia - photo by SAZP, Banska Bystrica.
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only ones with more than 1,000 employees. 
The concept of polycentrism has to be understood in this 
area with reference to the very small dimension of cities 
(towns) – which is the outcome of a very peculiar territo-
rial development over many centuries. Most of these ur-
ban settlements have undergone during the last five de-
cades a sharp decline in population. It follows that in this 
area urban polycentrism can not take shape at a commu-
nal level but at the level of “local system” or “functional 
urban areas,” in terms of agglomeration of contiguous 
communes. On the basis of territorial interdependences 
among communes (home-workplace commuting, home-
school commuting, purchase of goods and services, 
recreation) have identified four extremely differentiated 
local systems: Civitanova Marche, Fermo, Montegiorgio, 
and Comunanza.

The Primorska Region (Slovenia)
The target area comprises two NUTS 3 units, the Sou-
thern Primorska Region and the Northern Primorska 
Region located respectively in the southern side and in 
the northern side of Slovenia, on the borders with Italy 
and Croatia. The two regions combined cover an area 
of 3,854 sqkm, comprise 20 municipalities, and have a 
population of 239,016 inhabitants. 
The Southern Primorska Region covers an area of 1,524 
sqkm, comprises eight municipalities and has a popula-
tion of 119,474 inhabitants (2005). The average popu-
lation density is about 78 inhabitants/sqkm, with values 
ranging from 213 inhabitants/sqkm (along the coast) to 
about 30 inhabitants/sqkm. The Northern Primorska Re-
gion covers an area of 2,330 sqkm, comprises 12 mu-
nicipalities, and has a population of 119,541 inhabitants 
(2005). The average population density is about 53 in-
habitants/sqkm, with values ranging from 86 inhabitants/
sqkm to 21 inhabitants/sqkm. 
The target area has a strategic location being a crossroad 
of international transport and infrastructure corridors. 
Geographically it is a very heterogeneous area between 
the Adriatic Sea and the Alps. It has a very complex 
geomorphology as well, and has a very complex hydro-
graphical network of superficial and underground waters. 

A large number of protected areas are to be found, espe-
cially in the Northern Primorska Region where 66.5% of 
the total territory is subject to safeguarding.
The geographical features of the area have deeply sha-
ped its spatial development characterised by the presen-
ce of two highly urbanised areas, the Koper-Izola-Piran 
conurbation, and the Nova Gorica area. The remaining 
territory has the typical features of the scarcely populated 
rural areas, with a rarefied network of urban settlements 
and critical situations due to de-population. The average 
population density of the target area is below the avera-
ge national value, but remarkable differences are to be 
observed within its territory – from 213 inhabitants/sqkm 
along the coast to 21 in Tolminsko.
The Southern Primorska Region has a per capita GDP 
which is higher than the national average value. Howe-
ver, great differences within its territory are to be recor-
ded.

The Venice-Padua metropolitan area (Italy)
The so-called “Venice-Mestre-Padua corridor” can be 
watched like an ambit with a unitary value.
A recent CENSIS analysis, made from the division of the 
Italian territory in “job local systems of metropolitan le-
vel” it puts Venice and Padua among the 12 main local 
systems of the Country with over a million inhabitants. 
Moreover, the importance of the area Venice-Mestre-
Padua’s role is tied up to its geographical position: in the 
centre of the macro-region more developed in the Count-
ry, the Northeast, and on the nets ‘line for the mobility, 
important not only in a national, but also in a community 
level.
The area Venice-Padua has, in fact, a strategic position 
in comparison to the principal European corridors: the 
west-east corridor (Lion-Lubljana-Kiev), the Adriatic cor-
ridor, and the north-south corridor (Hamburg-Gioia Tau-
ro).
The Venice-Mestre-Padua corridor constitutes, without 
doubt, a polycentric metropolitan reality, where the di-
rectional and economic functions, typical of the great city 
are not assembled in an only urban agglomeration but 
they are placed in the two principal municipalities and in 

Lamia, a view of the city, capital of the Prefecture of Fthiotida, Greece 
photo by Dimitris Papaleloudis. 

Magnesia, ring road leading to Pelion Mountain, Greece 
photo by Popi Tournaviti and Argyro Paliarouti.
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the intermediary areas.
The polycentric structure needs a strong coordination of 
the territorial politics among centres that inevitably put 
themselves in a complementary point of view and in a 
competitive plan. What makes the integration possible 
is the ability to sustain the reticular order, on the plan of 
the politics, through a uniform orientation to the territory 
development and to extend the system of transport sui-
table to such order.
The vital and dynamics areas as the northeast have often 
known a messy urbanistic development while the missed 
adjustment of the road net has ended up determining si-
tuations of glut of the existing infrastructures, often not 
more suitable for the moves’ growth demand.

A comparative analysis
From the analysis conducted in the previous section it fol-
lows that the two key questions addressed in the Project, 
namely “polycentrism” and “environmental sustainabili-
ty,” have to be discussed taking into account the local 
specificity of the territorial organisation. Both concepts 
have different meanings in different territorial contexts. 
Moreover, the governance mechanisms regulating the 
evolution of “polycentrism” and “environmental sustaina-
bility” are still rather differentiated at local level (NUTS III 
and NUTS IV), and in most cases not adequate to cope 
with current and emerging dis-equilibria.
In the Veneto Region, fostering urban polycentrism 
means reconstructing the territorial organisation around 
a few functional urban areas. In particular, in what de 
facto is the Venice-Padua metropolitan area the question 
of polycentrism a matter of giving different urban poles a 
position and a role within the territorial hierarchy of the 
whole region. This approach, however, is not warranted 
in the case of the Marche Region, because it’s characte-
rised by a shape of polycentrism marked by much smal-
ler functional urban areas (or “dispersed cities”). The 
role of small cities, towns and, even, villages to achieve 
territorial cohesion through polycentrism is quite evident 
in practically all the target areas chosen by the Project 
Partners, (see table 3.1).

In addressing polycentrism the key issue is to identify the 
unit of analysis, since practically in all regions examined 
the political-administrative organisation of the territory 
does not correspond any longer to the network of ter-
ritorial relationships created by economic development. 
This is obviously true in the Venice-Padua Metropolitan 
area, but it is also clear for most areas. Therefore, the 
problem of fostering polycentrism seems to be that of 
‘creating’ territory in which small cities and towns retain 
a role and a function within a network of thick territorial 
relationships.
The comparative analysis seems to suggest that in many 
regions in Europe the question of promoting and maintai-
ning polycentrism cannot be separated from the question 
of fostering specific economic sectors. In some cases, 
the key economic role is still played by the agriculture 
sector, generating the income and welfare that keep lo-
cal systems viable. In other cases local welfare depends 
on the presence of small clusters of industrial firms. In 
other cases, moreover, it seems to depend on tourism. 
Whereas in the Venice-Padua metropolitan area, one 
of the most economically developed regions in Europe, 
maintaining polycentrism seems to be only a question 
of regulating adequately the trajectory of spatial deve-
lopment, in the other target areas seems to be firstly a 
question of fostering economic development – not ab-
stractedly but with respect to specific economic sectors 
coherently with existing territorial capital. 
Environmental sustainability is also a question that has 
different implications according to territorial organisa-
tion. In advanced and highly developed regions – like 
the Venice-Padua metropolitan area – environmental su-
stainability is a matter of restraining and putting under 
control the environmental effects of the production and 
consumption processes. In particular, mobility is a very 
severe problem. Furthermore, there is also the issue of 
coping with specific sites that are very much or extreme-
ly polluted. In general, the environmental quality of the 
territory is very low and the economic process largely 
unsustainable. The same kind of problems can be found, 
although on a much lower scale, in some parts of the 

Target Area / Unit of Analysis Population Municipalities Area 
(Sqkm)

Population
density

Provinces of Padua 
and Venice

1.659.443 148 4.617 359,4

Region of Banska Bystrica 658.368 516 9.455 69,6

Zilina Region 
   - Liptosky Mikulas
   - Ruzombrek

132.485
73.418
59.067

81
56
25

1.986
1.340
646

66,7
54,8
91,4

Fermo region 163.218 40 863 189,1

Prefecture of Fthiotida 178.771 25 4440 40,3

Prefecture of Magnesia 207.336 22 2.636 78,7

Primorska Region 239.016 20 3854 62,0

Table 3.1 – Target Areas: some basic features
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target areas, as, for instance, in the most densely popu-
lated part of the Fermo area.
Yet in most target areas in peripheral Europe the issue 
of sustainability takes a different connotation. In many 
target areas, for instance, there are many protected si-
tes, for which the main objective pursued is conservation 
and preservation of cultural and natural capital. The pre-
servation of biological diversity is an outstanding issue 
also in the peripheral regions, where there are clusters 
of factories and polluted sites. 
Therefore, in examining the target areas it is possible 
to find a relationship between the structure of the local 
economy and the way in which the problem of environ-
mental sustainability should be addressed. Conservation 
and preservation of human landscapes – and biological 
diversity – in peripheral regions require close attention 
to the role of agriculture and tourism. It requires, moreo-
ver, close attention to the role that traditional knowledge 
may play in maintaining in the region a viable economy. 
Whereas, in advanced and densely populated regions it 
is more a matter of technology and style of life (consum-
ption patterns) and scale of production.
A third issue which has arisen in the comparative analy-
sis of the Pilot Studies’ result concerns the governance 
structure. Two questions have to be underlined. Firstly, 
levels of territorial government – and distribution of poli-
tical power (and policy instruments) vary greatly among 
the target areas. Secondly – and most important – one 
can doubt that the current political-administrative territo-
rial articulation of the policy making policy is adequate in 
order to achieve the objectives of polycentrism and envi-
ronmental sustainability. Italy has certainly something to 
change at the institutional level, re-arranging the distribu-
tion of political power, giving much more of it to functional 
urban areas (and metropolitan areas). But practically all 
other countries, at least as far as the target areas cho-
sen are concerned, seem to be in need of institutional 
adjustments. Moreover, whether in some regions the 
governance structure overlaps with local government, 
in other regions the collective decision-making is much 
more complex – but not necessarily adequate to tackle 

the issue of sustainability and polycentrism.

Conclusions
From the results of the Pilot Studies there are some les-
sons to be learned. Firstly, the policy-making process in 
the CADSES Area at the level of ‘local systems’ (NUTS 3 
and NUTS 4) seems to be characterised by strong varian-
ce. The governance structure is unnecessarily adequate 
to the nature of current and potential territorial imbalan-
ces. It seems to emerge, with regard to polycentrism and 
sustainability, an institutional question: the need to chan-
ge the political-administrative organisation at local level 
to make it coherent with the functional organisation of 
the territory.
Secondly and strictly related to the previous issue, the-
re is the question of territories in which the basic urban 
nodes are ‘small cities’ and ‘towns’ (and even villages). 
Looking at the CADSES Area, the importance of deve-
loping a conceptual framework to discuss polycentrism 
against the background of the actual features of the Eu-
ropean territory is evident.
Thirdly, the issue of promoting polycentrism and impro-
ving environmental sustainability cannot be separated 
from the issue of fostering the development the local 
economies.
Finally, environmental sustainability too has to be con-
ceptualised and addressed taking into account the dif-
ferent meaning that it may take in different territorial 
contexts. The conservation of human landscape and 
defence of cultural identity is something quite different 
from the control of highly polluted sites or the reduction 
of carbon-tax emissions.
The general conclusion is that by moving down to the 
level of NUTS 3 and NUTS 4 the economic, cultural, and 
ecological variety of the European territory appears in 
all its strength. But at the same time it becomes clear 
how important it is, in order to design effective policies, to 
take this variance into consideration in our models, style 
of thought, and policies.

Fermo, airview of coastal territory, Marche Region, Italy - photo by Marche Region.
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STeMA model application
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Daniele Putti 
Francesco Sbetti

STeM Approach for planning and territorial assessment
Scientific/Technical methodology associated at POLY.DEV. project
In Gothenburg 2001, the European Council agreed on applying an asses-
sment process to the choice of EU strategy for sustainable, cohesive, and 
polycentric development, in which the social and economic aims agreed 
upon at the Lisbon EC strategy in 2000 (and its review and actualization, 
by the Renovated Lisbon Strategy in 2004) were to be complemented by a 
territorial dimension.
The STeM Approach1  seems having anticipated this declaration and the 
goal fixed on June 2005 (European Commission, 2005: Impact Assessment 
Guidelines 15/06/2005 SEC 791), because it outlines several concrete ac-
tions to improve the way it designs spatial and political plans. One of these 
tasks is strategic impact assessment, for which the Commission had introdu-
ced a new method in 2001, integrating and replacing previous single-sector 
type of assessments.
STeMA’s attitude towards polycentrism is pragmatic, so that the knot of 
powers, and the levels that exercise those powers, is loosened. To this aim, 
from 1995, STeMA designed a new phase of institutional interest for su-
stainable but also polycentric development policies, related to subsidiary 
discourse2.
The state of contributions to Impact Assessment and polycentric planning 
structure development was discussed for a long time by scientific academy 
and policy-makers, suggesting the following hypotheses applied to the 
POLY.DEV. project:
•  Adopt the experimental use of the Strategic European Evaluation pro-
cesses, particularly Strategic Environmental Assessment–SEA (DIR 
CE/42/2001) applied to programmatic plans at NUTS 3 subsidiary level of 
each constitutional country organisations;
•  Apply Specific Environmental Concerns (as Kyoto) with an appropriate 
technological support (e.g. IPPC, BAT, etc.) particularly for delocalisation 
investments in the POLY.DEV. areas;
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REC Slovakia STS, Slovak Republic.

•  Apply Total Quality, Total Environmental Quality and 
Corporate Social Responsibility norms to the plan ac-
tions;
•  Study the potential application of the Social Quality 
and Cohesion principles at the plans, evaluating the 
quality of some indicators at the base of the social and 
welfare system, as specifically the capability to support 
the balanced and satisfying relationships in the EU civil 
society (from stakeholders to shareholders, etc.);
•  Build a common co-operative model;
•  Use SEA for building an POLY.DEV. knowledge En-
vironmental Picture at the regional and sub-regional le-
vels, in order to assess the project offer about climate 
change and other environmental topics;
•  Study in the same context life and environmental quali-
ty with regard to public expenditure for services;
•  Study in a territorial marketing vision the strengths that 
make places more attractive for investors; and to work 
for the development and the sharing of good practices 
with public and private business partners;
•  Research specific, innovation, and technological sup-
porters for impact assessment, jointly with technical as-
sistance for creation and development, by research or-
ganisations.
Since assessment processes always have an ex ante and 
ex post phase, as part of the ex ante evaluation process, 
a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) screening 
report (Screening report for each case-study) has been 
undertaken, to determine whether or not the POLY.DEV. 
programme required a full SEA, in accordance to the EU 
Directive 2001/42/EC on assessing the effect of certain 
plans and programmes on the environment, known as 
the SEA Directive.
Nonetheless, Project Lead Partner and its partners have 
been working to overcome some obvious diffidence and 
conflicts to provide a range of combinations, some of 
which are ‘capacity-based’ (‘governance oriented’ and 
‘bottom-up’) and some ‘principle-based,’ with a more 
‘top-down’ perspective. Our challenge, in so doing, is 
two-fold: bridging the gap between existing territorial di-
sparities and bridging the gap between end goals, which 

in this study is “economic efficiency and environmental 
sustainability”.
Some results of this applied research and experimental 
project have been considered essential for the develop-
ment of the POLY.DEV. proposal by STeMA (see Prezio-
so contributions from 1988), as the concept of  “capabi-
lity”, that can be linked to that of “use function” and then 
contribute to evaluating the most appropriated actions 
to undertake through the assessment process. Among 
them, the thematic priority co-operation areas must be 
included. For example, STeMA selects them and shows 
how to apply the graded policies scheduled in the TIA 
correlation matrices by other research applications.
To pursue this perspective requires having a real com-
mon democratic vision based on the concept of subsi-
diarity and a polycentric idea of Impact Assessment3. A 
subsidiarity needs an Impact Assessment to express its 
territorial political role. Particularly, this is useful to clari-
fy what horizontal or vertical political organization really 
means.
Studies and research carried out on Spatial Planning 
issues (ESPON, ESDP, CEMAT and the practical em-
pirical INTERREG III trans-regional projects) suggested 
analytical reading and logical-critical interpretations at re-
gional and sub-regional levels, to re-interpret indications 
for territorial sustainable government to be competitive.

Principles and operative premises 
The European reference strategy for territorial polycen-
tric policies is aimed at avoiding extreme concentration 
around few main centres, in fact such an approach would 
cause the peripheral areas to be marginalized; following 
these principles the attempt to make infrastructure equal-
ly available both in terms of accessibility and know-how 
sharing also appears important.  
Urban planning strategies, especially those referred to 
vast areas, are more and more characterized by an in-
tegrated and interdisciplinary approach; the territory is 
considered as the triggering element for “development 
policies” as well as the privileged indicator of the effects 
of a particular program; the tools considered are not only 
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those of sector planning, but mainly whole systems of 
programs and policies intended as global tools. 
Territorial planners from this point of view have to accept 
some new responsibilities. Mainly, a guarantee of territo-
rial cohesion, that is to say overall uniform living condi-
tions in every European territory where local communi-
ties may pursue their own economic, social, and cultural 
development goals (bottom-up model). 
Well-structured workflows such as STeMA, used for ter-
ritorial analysis and for elaboration and evaluation of ter-
ritorial planning policies, are vital tools allowing the ope-
ration of both in the abstract, according to sustainability 
parameters, and pragmatically pursuing: 
•  territory transformation; 
•  policies and projects sustainability.
To be more precise Geographical Information System 
(GIS) tools, able to provide a reading of statistical data 
associated to geographical units, have given an opportu-
nity to work in this direction. 
The improvement of STeM approach guarantees relies 
on the stress accorded to intrinsic territorial characteri-
stics reached through the establishment of Basic Refe-
rence Units to which data are associated, thanks to GIS 
tools. Basic units are not simply part of a map, derived 
from a more or less random partitioning, but they consti-
tute the central field of analysis and study, the entity able 
to represent sustainability values and limits on various 
levels: urban, rural, geomorphologic, etc.
The specification of basic units is then probably the most 
important step of the entire analysis/simulation/evalua-
tion process. Urban planning tools and their zoning, as 
well as the territory geological elements, are used to ga-
ther information to be associated to census areas in or-
der to determine their typology. 
STeMA workflow, considering the zones inherent in the 
“mosaic” of digitalized town plans and the polygons of the 
geologic map is able to determine homogeneous areas 
based on statistical and spatial criteria and to associate 
to these areas quantitative and morphological data, in 
order to contemplate the territory capability of standing 
transformation within sustainability limits. 

The definition of vulnerability and risk classes is referred 
to this Macro-areas (homogeneous areas), they’re then 
juxtaposed to micro-areas (small and medium surface 
elements) concurring to the definition of criticality classes. 
Sensitivity is the final indicator of the territory propensi-
ty toward   transformation; it is determined through the 
combination of macro-areas vulnerability and elements 
criticalness. This workflow is a multifaceted approach to 
urban planning shaped by the attempt to attain sustai-
nability; it defines the environmental frame considering 
individual approaches called systems: natural, hydrologi-
cal, geo-mechanical, landscape, settlement, etc.  Every 
system contributes to the endogenous polycentric model 
definition. Every system maintains its own importance, 
although the territory can be described exhaustively only 
by integrating each system’s complexity and expertise. 
The workflow is not then a mere territory allotment based 
on the accommodation of the interpretation tools (as in 
Corine Land Cover case), but a complex approach that 
considers socio-economical elements as well.
 
Establishment of Basic Territorial Reference 
Units
In order to obtain a sustainable, cohesive, and polycen-
tric vision of territorial development, we need to perform 
an act of planning and the relative rules of governance. 
That is to say building a ‘machine’ or ‘process’ (which 
produces TIA, SEA, EIA and their connection at different 
geographical scales) that can be used to assess, in a 
territorial dimension, the current and future regional or 
local capability to be competitive in sustainability (see 
Prezioso in ERSA 2006 and 2007).
POLY.DEV. project is the standardisation of a specific 
methodological approach, Sustainable Territorial Envi-
ronmental Management Approach-STeMA4, and its tran-
sformation into logical passages (steps), so that it can 
be applied at the national (macro), regional (meso), and 
sub-regional (micro) scales.
At the moment, Impact Assessment is a voluntary and 
pro-active choice; and its implications and responsibili-
ties are evident from the political-administrative point of 
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Macro Areas Sources Involved Systems

Spatial Typologies of 
Settlement (STS)

Census Sections, 
settlements mor-
phology elements, 
historical settlemen-
ts processes, socio-
economical relations

Urban and rural set-
tlement system, na-
tural system (plants 
and wildlife), pollu-
ting emissions sy-
stem, noise system, 
vibrations, radia-
tions, public health 
system

Morpho-Territorial 
Units (MTU)

Morphological Sub-
Units (MSU)

Hydric, geomecha-
nic, natural landsca-
pe

Territorial and Mor-
phological Units 
(TMU)

Overlay MSU + STS Historic and man-
made landscape, na-
tural landscape

Geomorphologic map (Slovenian target area map displayed) represents a first informative step toward morphologic sub-units definition. 

view. STeMA can assist policy makers to choose appro-
priate regional policies/programmes/projects, assessing 
these choices ex ante.
The comparison of the regional backgrounds (STeMA 
applied at single POLY.DEV. case studies) was also ne-
cessary to build a conceptual scenario. It has to be con-
ceived according to both European directives and throu-
gh the definition of the indicators and determinants. The 
selection of indicators and determinants is based on cri-
teria and parameters assigned in order to calculate their 
functionality towards the objectives of this project.
Each determinant outlines the logical procedure of the 
information and judgements. Indicators and determi-
nants express judgements by sending ‘messages’ that 
reverberate on their initial territorial dimension. This di-
mension is different for TIA, SEA, and EIA.
This allows a read-out of the indicators and determinants 
to be obtained, in terms of the minimum mapping unit 
expressed by the geographical scale of the phenome-
non. The system reading is then based on basic units 
according to the following list:

Spatial Typologies of Settlement (STS)
“The concept of ‘Spatial Typologies of Settlement’ inclu-
des the history of social and economic events and that of 
planned and unplanned settlements. 
The above can be determined based on the aggregation 

of basic reference units (official census sections) that are 
deemed to be a reliable source of statistical information.
Data concerning population (including density, urbaniza-
tion, and human activity level) is used to establish sy-
stem vulnerability, identify critical elements and define 
sensitivity levels”5. 

The following settlements typologies have been obtained 
through mosaics of town plans and the official census 
overlay:
Class A – Central places or poles (centres and areas 
with dense and continuous urbanization). Areas where 
the distance between buildings and other facilities is 
such that no medium or large scale farming is possible. 
Typically, these areas are served by regional and interre-
gional transportation routes and density of settlement is 
remarkably higher than the surrounding areas.
Class B – Reticular structure (net structure). Areas ho-
sting urban settlements that do not meet the definition of 
Class A and that are interlinked or connected to a Class 
A settlement by (including local) transport infrastructures 
making up the main geometrical structure in the area. 
One particular aspect about mesh structures is that they 
have more than one preferential orientation direction. 
Class C – Linear structure (unplanned ribbon ribbon-
shaped development along roads). Basically similar to 
the previous class, except that settlements are located 
along the main nodes of transportation and that there is 
only one prevalent direction. 
Class D – Rural areas and isolated nucleus (isolated and 
scattered settlements). Areas where soil morphology has 
a major impact on settlement patterns and no preferen-
tial orientation direction can be identified. 
Class E – Absence of human settlements - natural areas 
(non man-made landscapes). Areas where there are 
neither rural/urban settlements nor infrastructures, and 
that are large enough not to suffer any impacts from nei-
ghbouring human activity.

Morphological Sub-Units (MSU)
MSUs represent a geomorphologic classification and are 
divided into four main categories: 
Plane – isolated hills and rises, slopes and morphologi-

state border
north primorska (NUTS III)
south primorska (NUTS III)
municipalities (NUTS V)

large morfologic units (LMU)
settelments (NUTS VII)

basic territorial reference units
LMU class

open valleys and littoral plain
mediterranean hills
prealpine montains
high karst
alps

basic territorial reference units
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MSU class

ridges
planes
flood beds and river areas
river beds and river areas
hills
slopes
river terraces
slopes and steps
ancient or abandoned river beds
isolated hills and rises
non alluvial plane
reclaimed land
recent alluvial areas

cal steps, river terraces, river beds and river areas, re-
claimed lands, recent alluvial areas, non alluvial planes, 
ancient or abandoned river beds;
Open Valleys – ridges, isolated hills, open valley dividing 
ridges, steps, river terraces, river beds and river areas, 
reclaimed land, open valley lines; 
Hills – ridges, hills, slopes, flood beds and river areas, 
planes;
Mountains – ridges, tops and knife-edges, slopes and 
dividing ridges (mountains), isolated hills, and mountain 
valley line. 
 
Territorial and Morphological Units (TMU)
Territorial and Morphological Units, used to analyze the 
territory from both environmental, historical and man-
made structures aspects, are not simply the outcome of 
the overlay mapping between STSs and SMUs, but they 
are the index of a new approach that keeps into account 
human activities characteristics and the resulting histo-
rical traces, as well as geological distinctive traits of the 
environment. 

Analysis system’s outline 
POLY.DEV. project‘s goals will be achieved through the 
assumption of a method able to match the principles of 
sustainable and polycentric development with a strict 
control over the spatial planning tools and their impact on 
territory and socio-economical transformation dynamics. 
STeMA model specific elements are the ability to:
•  fix and to share a common lexicon (common language-
glossary);
•  define the modalities of the acquisition of certified data 
at national, regional, and sub-regional levels;
•  establish lists of indicators and the territory based pro-
cessing of statistical data; 
•  set the general architecture by applying a systemic 
method, able to identify each element separately but 
also to consider every other element in a wider frame. 
STeMA organizes these elements according to the fol-
lowing environmental chart; it highlights sensitivity and 
potential risks connected to each system, using suitable 
statistical and geographical data and most significant ba-

sic units. 
•  The natural environment:
    •  hydrological system;
    •  geo-mechanical system;
    •  landscape system:
        •  natural landscape sub-system;
        •  historic landscape sub-system;
•  Man-made environment:
    •  urban Settlements system;
    •  rural Settlements system;
    •  natural system.
    •  polluting emission system;
    •  public health system;
    •  noise system;

The information gathered during the ex ante environ-
mental frame definition are added to the planning frame 
inside the database. The aim is to define and represent 
the situation and the relations existing inside the consi-
dered environment. Understanding the various characte-
ristics of the analysed systems allows the identification of 
single sensitivities through quality and quantity indicators 
symbolically denoted by the first letters of the alphabet 
increasingly ordered from “A” to “G.”  
Environmental sensitivity is not exclusively related to 
human activity and is constructed by indicators allowing 
both the environmental representation and a deep as-
sessment of the outcomes connected to any plan activi-
ty. Sensitivity is then a synthetic environmental element, 
because it allows describing the transformation possibili-
ties of a given system.  
In the POLY.DEV. project, we decided to establish an 
ex ante environmental frame based on the sensitivity of 
three methodologically most meaningful systems: urban 
settlements system, rural settlements system, and natu-
ral system. 
Charts 1, 2, and 3 give a schematic version of each 
one’s sensitivity definition reached through the combi-
nation and classification of simple data and indicators. 
Indicators’ and threshold values’ estimation is always an 
incomplete and delicate operation; in fact because of the 
simplification implied in the process the partial loss of 

Morphologic sub-units of the Veneto target area.
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Urban
Settlement
sensitivity

Criticality classes

Vulnerability 
Level of relationship 
and fruition of the 
settlements

built areas

infrastructures

planned settlements and infrastructures

STS classes

Anthropisation
Level

Degree of 
urbanization

Settlement
density

Population
classes

Density 
classes

STS classes

Criticality 
Farming potential 
classes

Soil fertility

Soil use

Vulnerability

Rural settlement density

Spatial Typologies of 
Settlement (STS)

Rural 
Settlement 
sensitivity

chart 1. Urban Settlement System.

chart 2. Rural Settlement System.

Rural settlement system
Rural settlement system, as well as the urban one, con-
siders human activities but is more focused on agricultu-
ral areas, their opportunities in terms of farming poten-
tial. The rural territory, intended as a finite resource, has 
been classified using Corine Land Cover classification of 
soil use classes according to its fertility.

Natural System
A natural system relies on the territorial assessment pro-
vided by Spatial Typologies of Settlement (STS) used 
also for settlement system inverting its value scale: what 
is important for the settlement system is insignificant 
for the natural one, because where human presence is 
strong natural elements are scarce. 
Natural ex ante framework is described not only accor-

Spatial Typologies of Settlement (STS)

Morphological Sub-Units (MSU)

Territorial and Morphological Units (TMU)

Territorial and Morphological Units (TMU).

available information is inevitable. 

Urban settlement system
Urban settlement system takes into account all the occur-
rences related to human presence and behaviour on the 
territory; these elements are described using themes and 
indicators deducted from economic-political geography 
and regional-territorial economy such as: inhabitants 
distribution, population increase and decrease, and the 
presence of services and infrastructures not considered 
according to their capacity to satisfy the existing demand 
but exclusively evaluated depending on their impact on 
the territory. Settlements system representation is obtai-
ned using Spatial Typologies of Settlement (STS).
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Criticality – Amount 
of natural items

Prevalence of landmarks
within green areas

Portion of green or listed
areas on territorial units

Natural
System 
sensitivity

Vulnerability –
Amount of 
anthropisation

Anthropisation level

STS classes

chart 3. Natural System.

Database construction 
STeMA model needs the elaboration of a geographic 
information system to gather and elaborate information 
and to guarantee constant monitoring of planning and 

ding to the absence of human activity, but also throu-
gh the specification of complex realities or micro-areas 
(such as wood or forestry areas) able to express an in-
trinsic criticality value.  
This criticality is calculated considering the abundance 
of natural value elements belonging to each micro-area 
class, as well as the portion of green or listed areas on 
the whole considered territorial units.

Data collected for each specific census section is entered into a database. Queries can be made to obtain the relevant data when drafting maps.

territorial variables. The information system structure, 
thanks to its peculiar shape, allows simultaneous access 
to data and indicators very different from one another; 
it has been realized according to the size of the studied 
area (effects domain).
To start a cognitive framework the first step is to gather 
basic and thematic cartography, then overlay mapping 
and analysis of the proofreading between the various 
elements analyzed. 
The information systems allow the handling of two kinds 
of information: certified statistical data and spatial one. 

Statistical data
Statistical data is used mainly for urban settlement sy-
stem and rural one and they are referred to census sec-
tions. 
The information needed to elaborate sensitivity definition 
indicators are: 

Population and employment Buildings and housing

Resident population by gender
Resident population by age
Workforce by employment status
Workforce by employment sector
Non workforce by type and con-
dition

Buildings and building com-
plexes by destination and type 
of use
Housing by building features 
Housing by time of construction
Housing by number of floors
Housing by number of apart-
ments



Source: Region of Veneto, Province of Padua, Province of Venice, 
ISTAT.
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Schematic representation of topological overlay

Spatial data
Spatial data is used to elaborate every system; it is made 
of geometrical entities characterized by geographic re-
ferences or topological relations (connections, adjacen-
ties, contiguities etc). The selection of geographical in-
formation is based on the area object of study6 and is a 
very relevant phase for the positive outcome of the enti-
re model. The biggest representation and analysis scale 
used is 1:50.000, but for the ‘mosaic’ of town planning a 
1:5.000 scale was applied.
The goal is to shape a dynamic system able to gather, 
organize, and query the database needed to apply the 
STeMA model, Using SQ Language.  The resulting sy-
stem allows various operations: assigning statistical data 
to census sections, calculating buffer areas around linear 
and punctual elements (viability, hydrography, springs, 
etc.) and crossing information through functions such as 
topological overlay. 

Each geometrical element (polygon, line or point) is iden-
tified by a single code that allows, through join and link 
command, the connection of spatial objects to their at-
tributes and also to determine topological relations. The 
data so structured become useful to represent, through 
spatial analysis (overlay, merge, intersect, union and dis-
solve) every territorial aspect.

Used data Year

Agro-centuriatio area (P.T.R.C. – territorial and land-
scape plan)
Historic and landscape restrictions area maps 
(P.T.R.C.)
Permanet farm area map
Natural safeguard map (P.T.R.C.)
Landscape safeguard map (P.T.R.C.)
Soil use map
Forestry map (D.Lgs 42/2004)
Geological map
Geomorphological map
Litologic map
Carta permeabilità dei litotipi
Census sections map
Seismic map
Wells sites map
Spring sites map
The historic centres of Veneto Region (P.T.R.C.)
Fallow areas
Archeological areas (P.T.R.C.)
Statistical data (ISTAT)
Statistical data of census sections
Purifier sites
Primary power network
Highway networks
Rivers networks
Railroad networks
New road projects
SFMR networks
Urban road networks
Extra-urban road networks
Road networks classification
Provincial road networks
Seaplane stations and airports
Lakes (P.T.R.C.)
Padua Town planning regulation structures - P.R.G.
Venice Town planning regulation structures - P.R.G.
National park and reserve
Archeological park and reserve (P.T.R.C.)
Hydrological plan
Projects of territorial plans
Project I.F.F.I.
Natura 2000 network
Archeological sites
Railroad stations
SFMR Stations (metro)
Sowable land
Landcover (Corinne)
Historic infrastructures (P.T.R.C.)
Ancient villas
Wet areas (P.T.R.C.)

1992 

1992 
2000
1992 
1992 
2003
2006 
1990
1987
2004
2004
2001
2003
2004
2004
1992 
2000
1992 
2001
2001
2004
2006
1990
2004
1990
2006
2006
2006
1990
2006
1990
2005
1992 
2003
2006
2006
1992 
2006
1985-2005
2006
2006
2006
2006
2006
2000
2000
1992 
2006
1992 

Year of issue and source of used data 

Ružomberok, landscape, Žilina region, Slovakia - photo by Kristina Hudeková.
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Environmental framework and planning 
framework effects 
“Once performed the simulation of the Plan and adju-
stment projects application to the territory, the environ-
mental framework delineation proceeds with the defini-
tion of the considered territorial field and is outlined in 
two steps: (1) environmental compatibility study drafting; 
(2) effects evaluation and mitigation measures choice.”7  
The STeMA model, after considering the initial environ-
mental framework, evaluates connected Plan actions 
obtaining a sustainability assessment for the planning 
processes as its final result. 
The procedure to perform environmental analysis follows 
two steps:
1.  ex ante environmental framework construction; 
2.  policies simulation.

Environmental framework 
The environmental framework is made up of all the ele-
ments composing the environment logical structure, it ex-
presses an articulated and complex interpretation of the 
territory “current condition,” using the territorial sensitivity 
indicator resulted by the overlay mapping of vulnerability 
(macro-areas) and criticality (micro-elements). 
Macro-areas intrinsically refer, through the vulnerability 
elements composing them, to the risk involved by the 
process simulating the potential effects that could be ori-
ginated by complete or partial plan realization. 
Micro-areas are represented using points (or small areas 
comparable to points), lines, and small polygons. Single 
areas express criticality value that stands for their “health 
conditions”. In short, by vulnerability we mean the pos-
sibility of a certain territory to hold the pressure applied 
from the outside over a macro system whose possible 
reactions remain unknown; criticality stands for values 
and effects suggested by behaviour of each single indi-
cator (micro vision).
Ex ante framework is the concrete representation of the-
se indicators for every analyzed system through a large 
number of GIS “maps” and horizontal and vertical com-
ments with regard to the representation of the indicator, 
the category, the sector, the typology and, at last, the de-

Mestre, railway station, Venice, Italy - photo by Veneto Region.

Vulnerability of urban settlement system (also known as Level of rela-
tionship and fruition of the settlements) is obtained by combining STS 
classes and Human activity level.

Following displayed: criticality, vulnerability and sensiti-
vity values referred to Veneto target area’s urban settle-
ment system, Fthiotida prefecture and Slovak Faculty of 
architecture STU. 

Project Framework 
Ex post analysis is aimed at the setting of a final envi-
ronmental quality value for every “type of intervention”, 
this analysis should guide the policy maker to determine 
the best sustainable actions in order to minimize negati-
ve effects with mitigation and compensation (correction) 

terminant which expresses itself by comparing judgments 
that unite or separate all POLY.DEV. regions. To avoid 
excessive distributive uniformity of data derived from a 
classification with equal interval (quite popular in the Eu-
ropean geographic studies), the POLY.DEV. project will 
prefer to use the so-called “quantile” method.
Each map will be characterized by quantitative values, 
which are grouped into different classes according to 
quantiles of distribution; qualitative places will be assi-
gned to each class, too (A; B; C; D, etc. where A>B; B>C; 
C>D).
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Environmental system vulnerability, criticality and sensitivity maps have 
been realized using as a starting point STS basic reference units. 

activities.
During the ex post phase the goal is to decide which one, 
between the Plan proposals is to be considered the best 
for the environment comparing the initial quality (ante 
operam quality) with the final quality (post operam quali-
ty) resulting from the Plan actions simulation. 
Project actions (provoking real and direct physical im-
pacts during the work construction) when confronted with 
environmental indicators generate the so-called theoreti-
cal impacts; these are represented using correlation coa-
xial matrix in which the quality level is expressed in terms 
of decrease rate as opposed to the initial quality.

URBAN SYSTEM 
VULNERABILITY

A (highest value)
B
C
D
E
F
G (lower value)

Coaxial matrices chart.
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For impact outlining, different types of intervention have 
been framed as scheduled by the “programmatic actions” 
characterizing the Plan “policies”. Moreover, correlation 
matrixes have been created using the parameter of gra-
vity, intended as the value of the initial environmental 
quality decrement.
Thus the impact gravity becomes dependent on some 
parameters: 
•  impact dominion, the area in which the event will take 
place8; 
•  project parameters (inferable from the Plan): construc-
tion types and systems;  
•  project solutions to be adopted in case of superimpo-
sition of the project actions: some actions are to be con-
sidered “modifiers” of the impact gravity’s value, they’re 
not “focus” or “source” of the action.
Environmental quality decrement has been determined 
for every intervention plan based on:  
•  considered impacts gravity;  
•  quality value. 
In order to determine the corresponding environmental 
quality decrease it’s necessary to set in advance some 
reference conditions:
•  high sensitivity in a certain area is an indication of little 
possibility for the area to host a new program. In most 
cases there’s a direct connection between the value of 
sensitivity and the value of quality loss produced by the 
realization of a certain program over the territory;
•  in order for initial quality and final quality to be compa-
red both evaluation need to respond to the same criteria; 
and

Master Plan of the Metropolitan Corridor Padua – Venice Plan “Il Bilanciere”.

•  quality variations is subjected to changes from one in-
dicator to the other, and it is also transformed, according 
to the territorial unit it is referred to by: the effect’s level 
of gravity, the indicator quality level, the importance of 
the effects compared to the indicator itself, the amount of 
effects existing in the considered territorial unit.
From the comparison between initial sensitivity maps and 
those of environmental variation, it’s possible to directly 
visualize the area more subjected to environmental risk. 
This action makes it possible to grade the various types 
of intervention and/or the plans for a specific project.

Project framework in Veneto area study 
In the Veneto area interested by this research, “the 
Metropolitan Corridor Padua – Venice Plan ’Il Bilancie-
re’”defines the project framework. It allows us to identify 
the potential outcome of every initiative to be realized 
according to the Plan. The plan highlights the sites that 
have been subjected to a master plan aimed at connec-
ting within the framework those different territorial ele-
ments related on a functional level. Master plans are 
then able to integrate and specify directions and project 
actions present on the Metropolitan Corridor Padua – Ve-
nice Plan chart. 
These actions might then need to be reconsidered in the 
light of the environmental elements they affect, because 
every intervention is effectual both for its own peculiari-
ties and for the involved territory’s characteristics. 
 
After considering the final purpose of this project between 
the various plan actions we chose those more useful to 
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attain polycentrism and to deeply analyze policies simu-
lation methodology. “Agripolis” scientific and technologi-
cal park’s master plan seems able to represent at best 
this scope. In fact the park, situated between Legnaro, 
Ponte San Nicolò, and Polverara municipalities, is cha-
racterized by the presence of important infrastructures 
and many elements of historical interest such as river 
Bacchiglione.   
The park is meant for research activities, it is organized 
in many equipped areas connected with one another the 
complex is used by University of Padua and high techno-
logies innovations development. The Plan, through histo-
rical, urban, and environmental requalification actions, 
foresees the park’s development with due respect of the 
already existing settlement system that will be improved 
and sustainably developed by the park’s presence.
Interventions will be aimed at:
• development of the scientific technological park and its 
integration with the relational and settlement system;
•  creation of a rural preservation park along river Bac-
chiglione’s banks;
•  urban requalification of Abbà Island and Roncaiette 
aimed at increasing the sites’ historical value and impro-
ving tourist access to the areas; 
•  creation of a new relational system able to connect ter-
ritorial entities such as the southern areas of Padua with 
the town centre, and where “campus del sapere” is lo-
cated performing an exchange role related to the park’s 
activities as well. 

“Agripolis” master plan’s original project 

S2- Agripolis

Target area of master plan

Stream and Bacchiglione River

Highway 
Territorial road system
existing | project

Greenway

Pedestrian and bicycle path

Railroad system
existing | project
SFMR: metropolitan railroad 
station

Rest stop

Rural park of Bacchiglione river

Leisure rest stop

Settlement boundary

University area boundary

Main ordinal axis

Campus of knowledge

University center

Hub of industrial technology

Experiment station of farming

Redevelopment area of 
factory center

Factory center

Trade fair – MAV

Sport center

Comfort center

Benedettina rural building

Archaeological factory - Paper mill

SchoolFarm

Redevelopment area of urban 
settlements
Environmental redevelopment area

Traditional architecture

Results evaluation 
The POLY.DEV. results comparative evaluation to be per-
formed by the various partners involved is quite complex 
for various reasons. Environmental frameworks are “na-
turally” different as much as laws and tools traditionally 
used in spread area planning processes are. Moreover 
due to STeMA specific characteristics, the cognitive fra-
mework remains composed by non-homogeneous infor-
mative basis, despite the significant normalization effort 
performed by the partners involved in the project. 
Because of this situation an evaluation of the tool is to be 
made on various levels:
•  the tool possibility to describe the territory appropria-
tely and to allow the definition of reference basis useful 
to develop territorial policies and future scenarios;
•  the tool capability to express clearly impact evaluations, 
integration estimates and planning guiding directions; 
• values and systems capability to assess complex 
projects.
The STeMA model allows the elaboration of policies 
whose indications reliability is dependent upon two main 
aspects: (1) the degree of accuracy basic units are able 
to provide in order to accomplish correct territory inter-
pretation;  (2) the quality of data used to define the envi-
ronmental framework. Basic units are then a vital part of 
STeMA model, one of its most interesting and significant 
aspects allowing the evaluation of the territory capability 
to sustain transformation processes. 
Even though STeMA model expresses its top effective-
ness when used to determine the best one among va-
rious Plan possibilities, for the Veneto Pilot action the 
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rural park

urban park
pedestrian and bicycle path

greenway

railroad

railroad station

road

schooling area

factory area
perimeter of project

“Agripolis” master plan’s ortophotography“Agripolis” master plan’s digitalization 

model has been applied in an experimental attempt to a 
project that had already been defined and was about to 
be approved: the Metropolitan Corridor Padua – Venice 
Plan “Il Bilanciere”.  
The scientific and technological park “Agripolis” master 
plan analysis, performed over the three systems before 
mentioned, has emphasised that the implementation of 
impact mitigation actions was needed. 
In the natural system analysis sensitivity proved to chan-
ge, not only in the areas directly interested by urban, 
historical, or environmental requalification, but also in 
neighbouring areas only subjected to the creation of con-
nections with the already existing road network; natural 
system qualifies any anthropic actions in terms of loss of 
value and naturalness.
In terms of rural settlements system, the framework that 
evaluates the quality of human activities in relation to 
agricultural production, after confronting ex ante and ex 
post frameworks we noticed a relevant loss of the rural 
element caused by the size of the impact dominion. 
Within the urban settlement system, whose function is 
the evaluation of socio-economical aspects and their tra-
ceability within settlement’s shape and history, sensitivity 
has grown in every urban area in spite of the highest 
fragmentation due to micro-areas perimeters conserva-
tion and micro-areas intrinsic criticality value.
Starting with the basic assumption that any plan action 
removes environmental value while adding sensitivity 
to the system, this policy simulation model activates a 
precaution indicator that allows policy makers to plan 
actions and processes able to minimize environmental 

drawbacks.  Most influential variables on the evaluation 
results are then geographical scale, project’s perimeter, 
and actions entity. The evaluation STeMA model provi-
des is then dependent on two main aspects: (1) size and 
scale of reference assuming the existence of direct pro-
portion between extension and complexity of the project;  
(2) the number of actions and their characteristics.

1 At this moment, STeMA is an intellectual property patent all copyright 
reserved by Maria Prezioso © n°0602007/2006. Its use must be autho-
rised only by her.
2 At the moment, some European reports were also at the base of these 
new reflections, as the study “Adaptation of Cohesion Policy to the En-
larged Europe and the Lisbon and Gothenburg Objectives” by the Eu-
ropean Parliament’s Committee on regional development (provisional 
version, January, 2005); the Communication from Mr. Almunia (2005) 
to the Commission “Sustainable Development Indicators to monitor the 
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“Agripolis” master plan – ex ante framework “Agripolis” master plan – ex post framework

A1

B

C

D

E

F
G

A2

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

A

implementation of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy”. And last 
but not least, the Spatial Plan of Province of Rome (2003) and the re-
sults of ESPON 3.3 project 2004-2006.
3 The subsidiarity principle is intended to ensure that decisions are 
taken as close as possible to the citizen and that constant checks are 
made as to whether action at Community level is justified in the light 
of the available possibilities at national, regional, or local level. It also 
indicates a principle that privileges, in the trust of the assignments, fun-
ctions and powers, the level of government and administration closest 
to the citizen and citizenship, so that the institutional level of power can 
supply the appropriate offer to the issues posed by the citizens and citi-
zenships, since citizenships (enterprises included) participate from the 
bottom-up to achieve a social and economic cohesion by governance.
4 STeMA was conceived by Maria Prezioso in 1983 and for the first time 
formalised at regional scale in 1995.
5  M. Prezioso, Pianificare in sostenibilità, Roma 2003, p. 140
6 Veneto target area data have been geo-referenced according to 
Gauss-Boaga fuso Ovest reference system used by Veneto Region’s 
administration.
7 M. Prezioso, op. cit., p. 55.
8 The analysis of the environment performed during the ex-ante phase 
comparing its natural elements and the manmade ones allows to de-
termine the environmental systems influenced by the Plan implemen-
tation and to establish for them the physical limits of appearance of 
significant effects (Impact Dominion).
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model application remarks
Maria Prezioso

Models of cooperation and polycentric aggregation
The POLY.DEV. project has now reached a stage where the different regio-
nal dimensions can benefit both from important scientific data and common 
applied innovative experience. In this respect, the project seminars were 
a real opportunity to communicate about these finalised results, to share 
knowledge and learn from the scientific experience developed. This momen-
tum in the networking among Project Partners hopefully will be maintained, 
as well as all feasible synergy among pilot areas explored in the future.
The POLY.DEV. project considered the trans-area cooperation to polycen-
trism under different perspectives: trans-provincial as in the Veneto region; 
regional/sub-regional or morphological (coastal) for Greece; intra-provincial 
in the Marche region; at regional/local functional level elsewhere. 
A positive outcome of the Project was the added-value coming from exchan-
ge of views and experiences among Transnational Project Partners in the 
application of the STeMA methodology. Another added-value came from fo-
cusing on:
•  a certain number of methodological elements of importance and particu-
lar complexity, as the STeMA procedure and its application by a dedicated 
GIS;
•  common metadata sources;
•  the revision of territorial and spatial typologies at NUTS 3 level; 
•  a certain number of common indicators and relative mapping.
In this context, all partners offered sufficient metadata information.
Here follows a brief summary of the single case studies performed.

Prefecture of Fthiotida (Greece) applied STeMA at  NUTS 3 level having 
as a basic reference spatial unit the NUTS 5 level. It calculated the Index 
of periurbanisation too, in order to give a final definition of the polycentric 
dimension in Fthiotida. 
The double comparison designs a significant/classic form of polycentrism, 
based on a central linear system (fishbone) with semi-urban or rural poly-
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nuclear dependencies. Three different spatial scenarios 
were built on the policy simulation from ESPON 3.3 
project’s TIA.
Fthiotida applied STeMA at the Prefecture’s area (NUTS 
3 level). According to ESPON, Prefecture of Fthiotida is 
classified as typology 6: Low urban influence, Low hu-
man intervention and is a Regional/Local area with no 
special functions. Lamia is the most important urban 
centre in Fthiotida and is considered by ESPON as a 
Regional/Local Functional Urban Area (FUA).
In its proposal of a sustainable polycentric plan, Fthiotida 
took into consideration the following proposals raised du-
ring the local participative and interactive procedures:
• Administrative decentralization
• More direct citizens participation in decision making
• Bottom–up action
• Preservation of local identity
• Equal opportunities
• Reduction of structural inequities

Magnesia (Greece) was studied in the perspective of the 
national, regional, and local points of view. 
For this area, ANEM agency applied STeMA at the NUTS 
5 level too. Urbanisation is concentrated in the coastal 
zone, defining three scenarios of Volos-Larissa bi-po-
larisation, thus suggesting a regional policy embracing 
polarisation instead of polycentrism.

Marche Region (Italy) applied STeMA at NUTS 3 level, 
from Census micro-areas (census sections) in the Fermo 
pilot area. Marche formalised some critical suggestions 
with regard to the use of census areas in order to calcu-
late the competitiveness level of its pilot area. The final 
Fermo polycentric spatial scenarios define an “octopus” 
model and its connection with another linear coastal sy-
stem.

Veneto Region (Italy, project Lead Partner) applied STe-
MA at NUTS 5 level, from Census micro-areas (census 
sections). Through the definition of sub-determinants 
(Hydrological System, Geo-mechanical System, Land-
scape System, Historical and natural landscape, Urban 

Settlements System, Rural Settlements System, Natu-
ral System) Veneto experimented the application of the 
model building a simplified GIS, concluding its Pilot Ac-
tion with one spatial scenario (“Bilanciere”, Veneto target 
area) and measuring by STeMA-SEA the goals of compe-
titiveness in sustainability. A polycentric Venezia-Padova 
metropolitan model was formalised in a single picture. 

Slovenian partners applied STeMA at NUTS 3, NUTS 5 
and NUTS 7 levels, using some vector data and creating 
SST from ESPON 3.3 project. Slovenia calculated the 
index of capability too, in order to give a final definition 
of the polycentric dimension in Primorska pilot area. This 
vision agrees with the ESDP vision (1999).
The double comparison shows a significant form of 
polycentrism, based on a linear (though not “top-down”) 
system with a urban-rural poly-nuclear aspect. Some dif-
ferent spatial scenarios were built, where STeMA-SEA 
measured the goals of competitiveness in sustainability 
for the new 2007-13 regional development programme 
to make trans-border centres more competitive.
In Slovenia’s final evaluation, polycentrism is different 
with regard to the traditional central places and shows a 
semi-network pattern. Some problems are linked to the 
density of population. 
Slovenia performed a comparison between STeMA typo-
logies and the landscape units used in the Slovenian 
National plan, completed studies about landscape, spa-
tial vulnerability and human vulnerability (ageing index, 
educational level, Natura 2000, water protection areas).
The final spatial vulnerability was assessed with regard 
to mountains, karstic plateau, etc. A socio/economic pro-
cess was studied, showing that public services, not a 
productive system, are the core issue.
Three local polycentrism scenarios were built: infrastruc-
tural intervention to a better accessibility; a static level of 
urbanisation; and intensive activities in rural and agricul-
tural areas.

For Slovakian districts of Ružomberok and Liptovský 
Mikuláš (Žilina region) and Banska Bystrica region STe-
MA was applied at NUTS 2, 3 and 4 levels, using NUTS 4 

Regional performance of fourteen Lisbon Short List Structural Indica-
tors - ESPON project 3.3, Final Report revisited January 2007, pg.19.
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as the base of study, collecting data on census units and 
building a final synthetic map with policy evaluation and 
polycentric model.
For the Banska Bystrica  pilot region STeMA was applied 
at NUTS 3, 4 and 5 levels, from data analysis to poli-
cy evaluation. The polycentric settlement organisation 
is quite scattered and it will be possible to build a final 
model only acting on policies concerning infrastructure, 
water, drinking waters pipelines, tourism facilities, etc.

This work also encouraged a reflection on the second 
European Spatial Development Perspective – also cal-
led Scenarios for Territorial Agenda and its revision (see 
the ESPON 3.2 project) in a polycentric direction, with re-
gard to its suggestions towards a balanced and cohesive 
development of the European territory, and, vice versa, 
to advise on some new orientations from the Lisbon/
Gothenburg Strategy, in order to highlight the direct link 
existing between the new ESDP and competitiveness.
To facilitate this new integrated process, a fundamental 
message comes from the POLY.DEV project: polycentri-
sm and competitiveness could have lots of definitions, 
and different territorial dimensions. That is quite different 
from the common meaning of sustainability as stated 
in Gothenburg: a “development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of futu-
re generations to meet their own needs” (Report of the 
Brundtland Commission or WCED, Our Common Future, 
1987, Oxford: Oxford University Press; Scientific Sum-
mary - Glossary).
At the same time, starting from the definition of polycen-

Malcontenta, Mira, Foscari-Widmann villa, villas of  Veneto are inscribed in the UNESCO cultural heritage list, Venice, Italy - photo by Veneto 
Region.

trism given by several scientific references, and from 
the sustainability basic concept, the project results sug-
gested the integration of these different visions into the 
new 2007-13 framework, by key messages collated at 
the sub-regional scale. So, a polycentric, cohesive, com-
petitive, sustainable region should have or, at least, try 
to pursue a competitive market which uses internal and 
differentiated development factors, with respect to rules 
(governance) granting environmental, social, cultural 
and economic sustainability.
Concerning the evaluation of the territorial dimension of 
polycentrism in sustainability, and also referring to the 
EU studies, the approach of macro-economic evaluation 
widened to the regional scale has had to be critically eva-
luated.
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mainstreaming and dissemination 
Albin Keuc

What mainstreaming?
POLY.DEV. has planned many dissemination activities in a systematic way. 
A Mainstreaming Action Plan (MAP) has been delivered in order to exchan-
ge experiences between the project level and programming level. 

Why mainstreaming?
One of the challenges of the POLY.DEV. project was connected with que-
stions of how its results and outcomes – tools, strategies, and principles for 
a sustainable polycentric development outlined/developed within the project 
– will be mainstreamed into the day-to-day statutory and administrative spa-
tial planning work in European pilot regions. 
The mainstreaming was defined as a managed process aiming to drive 
project dissemination activities towards specific target groups for a better in-
clusion of project results and outcomes into programming at all levels: local, 
regional, national, and European.

Purpose of the MAP
The main purpose of the MAP was to systematically streamline the POLY.
DEV. results, outcomes, and processes to stakeholders and target groups 
in a comprehensive fashion so that they can impact on policy and program-
ming at all levels, from local to European.
The guiding principle for mainstreaming was that tools, strategies, and prin-
ciples for a sustainable polycentric development outlined/developed within 
the POLY.DEV. project should meet the need of the target groups in an in-
formed manner and enable them to follow established sustainable spatial 
planning principles.
The POLY.DEV. project developed, not only classical tools for information 
dissemination (i.e. web page, publications, presentations), it also gave 
emphasis on participatory and inclusive dissemination tools (meetings, 
workshops). It was also applied to the internal POLY.DEV. activities.
Marche Region identified that dialogue with local stakeholders was neces-
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sary to enable local people to express their interest on 
spatial planning subject. Various tools were used to en-
gage stakeholders, for example, during the meetings of 
the scientific group that was implementing the POLY.
DEV. project could get invaluable input. Meetings were 
supported by questionnaires and interviews as effecti-
ve tools to provide data and input from stakeholders. In 
parallel, dissemination and participative techniques were 
employed to raise interest in spatial planning on local 
and regional level.
Fthiotida Prefecture (Region of Sterea Ellada, Greece) 
more specifically, also identified the importance of inte-
ractive and participative procedures. To achieve effective 
dissemination, Fthiotida organised meetings, used matri-
ces, and questionnaires to be filled by the local bodies’ 
representatives, according to their opinion. That way it 
was easier to identify the real strengths and opportuni-
ties that appear not only through studies or institutional 
framework, but also through the ascertained observa-
tions of the local society. 

Activities
In the course of the project many activities were organi-
zed. Local working tables in participating regions were 
organized, to:
•  check the results from the analysis and desk studies;
•  receive feedback from key target groups; 
•  further identify gaps and opportunities.
  
The Marche Region organized the first Focus Group 
meeting, which was very well attended by local govern-

mental representatives in September 2006. After a detai-
led presentation of the content, structure, and aim of the 
project the main results of the activity so far conducted by 
the Marche Region Team were illustrated. Namely, a sur-
vey of the institutional settings of the Marche Region in 
the field of urban and spatial planning and the database 
for the Marche Region on the indicators for sustainable 
spatial development colleted according to the procedure 
agreed in the Project. 

In Venice, following the main idea of the POLY.DEV. 
project, information was disseminated among target 
groups to make regional and local communities aware 
of gaps in spatial planning concerning principles outli-
ned by ESDP, ESPON, and CEMAT, and to increase the 
skills and capacities of regional and local institutions in 
charge of land planning and governance to develop su-
stainable strategies. Specific focus on STeMA approach 
was given at the local workshops to get more indications 
in the needs and gaps / opportunities in the territorial 
planning, the strengthening of the connections among 
the policy makers and experts involved in the urban / 
rural territorial management, and the improvement of the 
knowledge and skills. The Veneto Region encourages 
the participant public administrations and stakeholders 
to interact with the polycentric and sustainable spatial 
planning topics. The Province has the opportunity to 
look at the polycentrism in depth, making the dialogue 
between the regional and sub-regional (province, local) 
dimensions easier. 
Local Working tables in Magnesia were an opportunity 

POLY.DEV. panels for CADSES exposition (Leipzig, Germany 2006), by Veneto Region - graphic PatchworkStudiArchitettura.
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to reach following conclusions: there is a need to distri-
bute information among stakeholders involved in the 
territorial management. Participants also pointed out the 
importance of the formulation of a ‘bottom-up’ approach 
for the spatial management of the territory. Focus should 
also be maintained on information data quality and ac-
cessibility and, need of additional efforts to combine and 
enhance the activities of the project with the activities of 
the local community involved in the spatial planning and 
development.

The Prefecture of Fthiotida realized meetings and seve-
ral interviews and technical discussions with the directors 
and staff from the participating organisations, such as 
the Directorates and Agencies of the Prefecture of Fthio-
tida, and other local stakeholders. The need to dissemi-
nate information was highlighted in the meetings and the 
importance of a common database of quantitative and 
geographical information as well. The sharing of informa-
tion and methodological aspects of the project and the 
STeMA application was also done through the meetin-
gs, by detailed presentations and technical discussions 
of the methodology on the study area (Fthiotida). Wider 
public poster presentation of the project was done at the 
annual event, the National Exposition of Lamia. Specific 
data on polycentricity of services and infrastructure was 
also collected from the meeting participants, and detailed 
reports were given to the Project Deliverables, and ge-
nerally, the information collected from local stakeholders 
and experts provided a significant input to the project, 
in order to address in an accurate manner the territorial 
and geographical characteristics of the area. The final 
local publication in Greek of Prefecture of Fthiotida will 
also serve to present the project methodology and ou-
tcome to spatial planning and sustainable development 
stakeholders. 
In addition to some training activities regional working 
tables on “Spatial planning formulation strategy towards 
ESDP and ESPON” were organized in a scope of the ter-
ritorial animation campaign. Its aim was to animate tar-
get groups for strengthening application of the polycen-
tric development in their territory, to provide information 

exchange on spatial planning formulation strategy towar-
ds ESDP, and to enable preparation of the spatial plan-
ning assessment towards ESDP. 
 
Project partners in Slovenia presented the results of the 
application of the STeMA model on the Development 
Threat Index (DTI) that is used as a criterion in natio-
nal development and structural policies (on regional le-
vel). The SteMA model was presented as a very useful 
planning tool for sustainable development as it is using 
demographic, spatial, economic and environmental data. 
Experts of the Regional Development Agency ICRA were 
testing the model to analyse current status and trends 
within Southern and Northern Primorska regions by si-
mulating future developments. 
Application of the STeMA model by using existing databa-
ses opened also some challenges, which are important 
for the future polycentric development planning. Those 
challenges were diverse indicators used in regions, dif-
ferent data retrieval (time, content), dispersal of data, 
spatial and environmental data are not linked to spatial 
units, and thus adaptations are needed. However, there 
is no unified database. 
One of the main results of the POLY.DEV. in two Slo-
venian regions was that future cooperation is needed 
on identification of the list of common indicators, data 
sources, data availability, and accessibility, definition, 
and development of the monitoring system, development 
of GIS on the regional level. This cooperation shall be 
supported with capacity building (both institutional and 
personnel) and further strengthening role of the regional 
development agency.

REC Slovakia was presenting the SteMA model at the 
April Žilina conference on innovative regional develop-
ment. They focused on the relationship between the city 
and rural area, where the city of Žilina was taken as an 
example.
As a wrap-up event a Discussion Forum was held in Brus-
sels, presenting the project results with target groups on 
EU level, to emphasise importance of polycentric spatial 
planning approach on EU level.

POLY.DEV. web site, homepage - webmaster REC Slovakia. CADSES exposition (Leipzig, Germany 2006) - photo by Vladimir 
Hudek.
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Introduction
POLY.DEV. contributes to a vision on territorial polycentrism with:
•  Territorial, endogenous balanced organisation;
•  Continuous, qualitative improvement;
•  Cultural and social heritage valorisation;
•  Sustainable use of (natural, economic, social) resources; 
•  Realization of subsidiary policies, programs, and projects.

All partners contributions are appreciated because their highlighting a 
polycentric spatial development implies more than a social structure of the 
territory. 
In fact, POLY.DEV. project also examined:
•  Polycentrism as initial agreement between stakeholders (both public and 
private) in order to ensure the spatial coherence of the different actions);
•  Polycentrism as degree of decentralisation and multi-level governance of 
European policies through sub-national public intervention;
•  Polycentrism as institutional structure for in managing public goods & ser-
vices that determine the competitiveness of each territory and national eco-
nomic performance.

POLY.DEV. pronounces some concepts and definitions for updating the tra-
ditional definition of polycentrism:
•  There is no single definition of polycentrism;
•  The sub-regional system is the key of the European polycentric economies 
as well as the network is the image of the polycentrism;
•  The endogenous/domestic factors are dominant determinants of the single 
actors proposals (i.e. enterprise top-down choices);
•  The neo-classical, new growth, and cost theories concepts in the matter 
of polycentrism apply equally well to polycentric regions as to sub-regional/
local systems;
•  Knowledge/innovation and localisation/specialisation effects are critical 

results and recommendations
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On the left,
Localization of POLY.DEV. study areas  
picture by Veneto Region
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factors in spatial polycentric models; 
•  Territorial organisation/planning as an empirical con-
cept, across both space and time.
In all case studies POLY.DEV. activities detected different 
forms of cooperation (among them the double analyses 
at provincial scale performed by Greece and Slovakia) in 
territories considered at local level as functional driving 
forces of the regional development.
POLY.DEV. polycentric regions generally represent an 
example of (trans- and intra-) direct cooperation, where 
further forms of cooperation are detected that transfer 
polycentrism features to inter-municipal level (NUTS 4 
and 5), shaping new levels of (intra- and inter-) regional 
cooperation.
In this trans-boundary report, involving the existence of 
a not necessarily political border, polycentrism shows 
stronger features when compared among other Euro-
pean regional examples, thus proving that polycentrism, 
although adopting a common methodological approach, 
can be pursued according to different schemes and le-
vels.
Public authorities take part at different levels in this trans-
boundary cooperation and in polycentrism:
1.  Inter-local, typical of the inter-municipal and intra-
metropolitan levels alone (regional polycentric model), 
that promulgates a common interest the different part-
ners tend to develop, particularly in the economic field. It 
can happen at the border or inside municipalities, among 
areas not necessarily positioned along a political and 
administrative border, but having common interests (e.g. 
when all partners are similar level seaports belonging to 
the same administrative context, they have similar per-
spective of development and similar problems). Another 
form of inter-local cooperation is the so-called jumela-
ge among municipalities, often based upon specific and 
personal agreements between public actors, that don’t 
concern border areas for the most part, but metropolitan 
areas and areas of economic cooperation for the part-
nerships among European towns (often among three or 
four actors) – although excluding this formula to overco-
me the level of exchange and cultural meeting;

2.  Inter-regional, that involves regional authorities in coo-
perating on the basis of common economic interests;
3.  National, with a regional cooperative dimension, ei-
ther bilateral or trilateral, provided with trans-boundary 
planning commissions; 
4.  Euro-regional, based on sub-national level coopera-
tion among authorities located in border areas that can 
feature different legal types and objectives (cultural, eco-
nomic, infrastructural, etc.).
POLY.DEV. showed that cooperative polycentrism nee-
ds institutional legitimacy. Cooperation on a sub-national 
level can be formal or informal (in the latter case a bet-
ter term than cooperation would be coordination). In any 
case at the foundation of cooperation lie the concept of 
power devolution/decentralization and the notion of go-
vernance.

Some indications from the POLY.DEV. scientific 
discussion on Europe polycentric territorial 
economic planning choices 
For Europeans and Italians particularly, polycentrism 
recalls a large and/or metropolitan area (see METREX 
Conference 2004 and 2007; ESPON 2000-2006 and 
Conference, 2007) and values hinting at the presence of 
a conscious and cohesive community of citizens, which 
realize a spatially wide project for the common welfare.
The emerging models are no longer represented by the 
megalopolises of U.S.A. and Australia, nor by the “Blue 
Banana” or the “Pentagon” of Europe, not even by ci-
ties extending their own formal and ideal model as in the 
Renaissance. The new models are towns able to keep 
their own values and identity, as Venezia, Padova, Fer-
mo, Volos, etc.
At the same time, the dominant themes nowadays are 
the local level of observation and intervention (urban and 
metropolitan governance at NUTS 3) and the subsidia-
rity.
At the beginning, the most interesting test field of the 
POLY.DEV. project seemed related to the vision of the 
seven European trans-national areas and to their capa-
bility to produce competitiveness according to Lisbon 
criteria; therefore the new programming action, once 

A view of a rural area in Fthiotida, Greece - Photo Archive of Prefecture 
of Fthiotida.

Tessera, double road system for Marco Polo airport, Venice, Italy 
photo by Paolo Monello, granted by Favero&Milan Engineering.
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embodied by ESDP (CEMAT, 2006; ESPON, 2006) and 
now by the EU Territorial Agenda (May 2007), reopened 
the case between city and metropolitan area:
•  The main urban area, or city-region, considered from 
the 1980s as the driving force of the European econo-
mic development, today must inevitably face the minor 
towns, which host the great part of the population and 
appear to be losing when not connected with the main 
centre;
•  Regions and provinces are requested to call themsel-
ves metropolitan and to adopt and shape urban strate-
gies according to a wrong layout that provokes a prompt 
competition among towns.
The Territorial Agenda acknowledged that European ma-
cro-regions have to conceive socioeconomic develop-
ment projects shared beyond the nucleus represented 
by the existence of a metropolitan area, stimulating to 
pursue this direction at sub-regional levels (e.g. in nor-
thern Italy or in Slovenia) where emerging forms of me-
tropolitan cooperation exist.
The review of the European urban/rural systems, on one 
hand, analyzes them separately in order to regroup them 
according to new taxonomies, while on the other hand 
it alienates them from the real problems. In this pers-
pective the city is substantially seen as monocentric and 
excessively linked to its hinterland. It is then forced to 
consider the global market, while its strategies seem in-
tended to work on the regional scale, overcoming the ur-
ban/rural distinction and stimulating the local community 
active participation.
The new European vision recognizes that the global 
competition requires the development of economic ac-
tivities groups in strategically integrated areas based on 
alliances among urban areas linked to each other (such 
as the Global Integration Metropolitan Zone in the North-
West). At the same time it proposes to apply and search 
equi-potent polycentric systems at the local level, sy-
stems to be cooperative in the intra-regional range and 
competitive on the trans-national level.
Therefore, we could discuss the city and the metropolitan 
area as two forms of trans-area cooperation at different 

Accessibility us. economic performance - from ESPON project 1.2.1, 
2004, in ESPON Atlas, 2006, pg.37.

Potential accessibility by road, absolute change 2001-2006 - from 
ESPON project 1.2.1, 2006, in ESPON website, february 2007. 
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anthropic components, evaluated ex-ante with regard to 
the project action.
This vision assumed at the different scales the following 
invariants:
a)  the refusal of an administrative decentralization in-
tended only to increase the quantitative “participation” 
of the local bodies to european, regional, and provincial 
financial resources;
b)  the refusal of the traditional “guiding principles” im-
posing the distinction of centre competences from peri-
phery ones;
c)  the detection of centralities as identities integrating 
the local scale of the territorial government action (from 
neighbourhood in the city range to municipality in the 
metropolitan range) with the macro and regional scales;
d)  the reduction from a systemic (not only functional) 
point of view of the number of urban entities, thus de-
termining their new borders based not on the current di-
visions (area, district, administrative), but on an hybrid 
combination of the signs detecting natural and anthropic 
subdivisions; 
e)  the refusal of a “forma urbis” arranged by the plans 
produced until today.
In the field of economic-territorial planning of the Euro-
pean regions a strict procedural and normative system  
had pushed local bodies to pursue the adoption of a 
strategic plan (generation structural and programmatic) 
model during the last decade. This projected at the large 
area scale some logic, procedures, and actions typical 
of the municipal scale, where the intermediate level (e.g. 
the province) was exclusively considered in proposals 

scales (one intra-urban, the other infra-urban) and under 
different perspectives (even regional, as in the case of 
Euroregions), but also as a trans-boundary cooperation 
form (involving the existence of a not necessarily politi-
cal border) pursued according to various schemes and 
levels, which is maybe the most incisive among the Eu-
ropean regional examples.
Cooperation at sub-national level may be formal or in-
formal (coordination), but always depending on political 
federalism, embodied by Governance when a society 
tends toward un-governability due to the socio-political 
relations network also getting more complex for the in-
creasing local autonomies.

Criteria and prescriptions to polycentrism
The proposal of polycentric model is the effect of the su-
stainable planning action, through which the definition 
has been obtained of an institutional model for the admi-
nistration of the territory which is able to enhance (at the 
different scales) the development of the (partially already 
active) existing local identities, in the range of the limits 
and the respective natural and anthropic fields of action, 
through the use of the governance instrument.
That means for the public institutions and local bodies 
who took part in the project to aim at achieving an equi-
potentiality of the territorial organisation of policies and 
programmes, although different and specific, of socio-
economic development, relying on the measure of ad-
missibility (sustainability) of choices, starting from the 
definition of the preliminary environmental compatibility 
values, i.e. the sensitivity of the territory in its natural and 

MEGAs & competitiveness - from ESPON project 1.3.1, 2006, in ESPON Atlas, 2006, pg.31.
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(moreover never realized) of implementation of specific 
rules (see e.g. the metropolitan area issue nowadays or 
the co-planning offices).
According to this setting, partially detectable as well in 
the one at the base of many laws in matter of gover-
nment of the territory, the municipalities would assume 
in practice the proper functions of the intermediate body 
Province (NUTS 3):
•  strategic functions of territorial and administrative plan-
ning, of road system, of public services;
•   operative functions of the level (participation a priori to 
the network of the large sized services);
thus concealing a socio-economic history that, as in the 
case of the provinces, can be reinterpreted in its present 
values from a wider perspective only.
In light of both the European experimentation of the 
project and the responsibilities the local bodies under-
took, the criteria chosen to delimit the project ranges for 
the realization of polycentric programmes seem unsati-
sfying. Indeed they don’t introduce the concepts of large 

(metropolitan) area and sustainability (intended as eco-
nomic-financial compatibility), therefore resulting inade-
quate, as the principle of uniformity at the base of the 
reasoning on the dimension, or inappropriate, when the 
social identity and the places’ centrality are deducted a 
priori from the denomination (toponymy).
The reference to sustainable development has instead 
increasingly oriented the actions of territorial government 
of regions and provinces, whatever the scale they have 
been performed at, in the direction of:
•  safeguarding the integrity and interaction of the ecosy-
stems, intended as the capability of preserving the phy-
siological conditions of reproduction of the relationships 
between natural and human elements;
•  achieving an efficient model of the economy, intended 
as constitution of rules of production and consumption, 
taking care of the negative externalities and, specifically, 
aiming at preventing the disruption of not reproducible 
resources;
•  performing actions of territorial equity, intended as 

National centre of international significance in the South Primorska, Slovenia - photo by Jaka Jeraša, Luka Koper Archive.
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The sustainable planning of the large area in POLY.DEV. 
also wanted to contrast:
1)  an administrative decentralization (not of powers), 
which demeans the undergoing autonomy and renova-
tion process and the participation of the population to the 
decisional process; 
2)  the pursuit of political-centralist objectives, which 
cancels de facto the “bottom-up” development initiative 
requested by the EU.
This involves both the city and the provincial areas in a 
new debate about their duties, contrasting their deregu-
lative supremacy of the 1990s through the proposition 
of models of “bottom-up planning” and the extension of 
management and control powers to sub-regional bodies 
(the province), finding strong support in the Strategic En-
vironmental Assessment (SEA) linked to the 2007-2013 
Structural Funds and in the Territorial Impact Assess-
ment (TIA) of the polycentric policies.
Along this line the POLY.DEV. pilot areas have come in-
creasingly close to the practice of a polycentric sustaina-
ble management, also starting hypotheses of an equa-
lised reorganisation of the fiscal system at local level, 
acting on a new concept of the instruments of agreement 
among local bodies and those of exertion of the coordi-
nation of functions .
This last consideration subordinated the organisation of 
the region’s administrative functions and duties to the 
principles of subsidiarity, completeness, efficiency and 
economic character, cooperation, uniqueness, suitabili-
ty, differentiation, financial cost coverage, organisational 
and regulatory autonomy, and responsibility. These are 
all criteria unquestionably marking the procedure and 
structure of the methodological study for the implemen-
tation of a large and metropolitan area planning.
Through the parallel implementation of the dialogue 
between institutions and regional structures in matter of 
co-planning, the pilot areas coherently posed many other 
rules, with an integrated interpretation that allowed the 
evaluation of the impact of the real demand for metropo-
litanization, in terms of potential ex-ante scenario of the 
endogenous mutations the local systems would suffer in 

guarantee of accession to opportunities for all population 
and next generations as well.
It is therefore time to proceed with the definition of a new 
concept of policies and decisions concerning plans and 
programmes (single projects included), coherently with 
the goals of the undergoing development (territorial de-
mand/offer), accepting the premise that the environmen-
tal theme is not one of the primary intentional aspects 
of the plan (as in the former experience), but it takes 
the role of primary collector of the actions whole, with a 
transversal quality in the different sectors of investment 
under planning.
In these conditions it seems impossible to disregard the 
following planning assumptions/objectives:
a)  to act in terms of new managerial compartmentali-
zation of the existent, that is on the base of the admis-
sible demand for intervention expressed by the territory 
(individuation of cohesive sub-systems and their initial 
environmental value);
b)  to re-compartment the local units starting from the 
issues and their appropriate scale of interpretation, in 
order to find a targeted solution (subsidiarity and self-
balanced model);
c)  to divide the large area into sub-systems, where the 
relationships among the sub-system active subjects and 
those with other sub-systems are oriented by explicit de-
clarations;
d)  to verify the presence in the large area sub-systems of 
a group of individuals/local bodies belonging to a single 
group, that it is a system constituted by autonomous bo-
dies that are integral on the base of cohesive principles 
(factors for the choice of the sub-system composition);
e)  to preventively show in the sub-system the achieved 
integration among the members of the group (pacts, 
projects, programs, conflicts, etc.), so that these would 
represent the time schedule (e.g. triennial) for the gover-
nment of the sub-region; 
f)  to measure the interaction by application of integral 
and systemic preventive evaluation procedures, as pre-
ventive Strategic Environmental Assessment and Envi-
ronmental Impact Assessment.

Sperchios River Wetland, airview, Greece - photo from Archive of Pre-
fecture of Fthiotida.

Stra, sluice of Brenta River, Venice, Italy - photo by Veneto Region.
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concurrence of new settings of economic development. 
That means the degree or capability was assessed of 
the territorial context to regain equilibrium by regenera-
tion of resources to employ after the metropolitan choice, 
coherently with the provincial scale, in order to simulate 
corrective hypotheses.
The used methodology therefore performed a double 
role:
1)  to support the decisional processes providing info on 
the reaction (effect) components and indicators show to-
wards elements perturbing its initial balance status; 
2)  to suggest the fields of action suitable for preventively 
realize forms of sustainable development in agreement 
with communitarian and national provisions.
Sustainability is assumed as the first regulative principle 
for searching an endogenous polycentrism; planning and 
adaptation activities will be able to follow processes that 
are distinct and at the same time strictly interrelated.
From the dialectic dynamism of the polycentrism im-
plementation process the opportunity tries to consider 
environmental reality no longer as part of the context to 
verify the plan objectives by, but as a real project-political 
element that produces requirements, expectations and 
possible alternatives.
The new European Territorial Agenda declares that ur-
ban-rural areas will offer strong and global economic 
services, making it possible to achieve a higher income 
level and the remuneration of adequate infrastructures, 
in support of further administrative functions.
This outlines new morphologies and territorial beha-
viours, increasing the core-periphery relation. That’s why 
it is advisable to focus on building the European polycen-
tric system, abandoning the policy of infrastructural con-
nections, breaking the schemes of international literature 
starting from the revision of the Blue Banana and the 
Pentagon, questioning hierarchies and the indicators 
behind those.
In these perspective towns, are not considered as centres 
of balanced economic and regional growth and compe-
titive economy. New procedural designs are necessary, 
concerned with the way to perform horizontal and verti-

cal cooperation without falling into the “top-down” cate-
gory. The POLY.DEV. project has shown how to achieve 
this objective.

Štanjel, view of the historic town with the railway in the karst area of the South Primorska, Slovenia - photo by Bogdan Macarol.

1 Although the regions can define specific cooperation modalities and, 
in application of what expected by the Communitarian laws, can pre-
ventively promulgate (in agreement with sub-regional bodies of terri-
torial planning) programs on integrated areas for the management of 
cultural heritage and environment.
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BAT Best Available Technology

CC CO2 emissions
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search Institute, participated by 
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EU European Union
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GDP Gross Domestic Product per 
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Spatial Masterplan)
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vakia)
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SF Structural Funds
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WCED World Commission on Environ-
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WP Working Package
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