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On 19 February 2025, a conference entitled
‘Fostering integrated and sustainable
urban development in the future EU
Cohesion Policy’ was held at the Permanent
Representation of the Federal Republic of
Germany to the European Union in Brussels.  

The event was organised upon the invitation
of the Permanent Representation of the
Federal Republic of Germany to the European
Union and  the German Federal Ministry for
Housing, Urban Development and Building
(BMWSB) in cooperation with the German
Association for Housing, Urban and Spatial
Development (DV) and the EUKN. Around 100
participants from EU Member States (incl.
heads of department from ministries, state
representatives, mayors), EU institutions
(European Commission, European Parliament
and Committee of the Regions) and urban
development stakeholders took part.  

The background for the debate were results
of a study, conducted by DV, examining the
current Cohesion Policy’s urban dimension in
Germany. The recommendations for the
post-2027 EU funding period stemming from
this report provided a sound basis for the
discussions on how to better support
integrated and sustainable urban
development in the future. 

In the context of European Commission
President von der Leyen calling for a
“strengthened cohesion and growth policy with
regions at the centre” and a “more focused,
simpler and more impactful Cohesion Policy”
in the Political Guidelines, the conference
provided a timely and highly relevant platform
for stakeholders from different backgrounds to
exchange insights on the future of EU
Cohesion Policy.

Three panel discussions each approached
the topic from different stakeholders’
viewpoints:

1) Representatives from Germany, Poland,
Czechia and the Netherlands presented how
Cohesion Policy and in particular an ‘urban
dimension’ is implemented in their national
contexts.

2) Representatives of European cities
explained the importance of Cohesion Policy at
the local level: Florence (IT), Budapest (HU),
and Ústí nad Labem (CZ).

3) European institutions and umbrella
organisations discussed the question of the
future direction of an ‘ambitious policy agenda
for cities’ next to overall Cohesion Policy
reform. 

1.1 Introduction

Mart Grisel, Moderator
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Till Spannagel, Permanent Representation of the Federal Republic of
Germany to the European Union in Brussels
Dietmar Horn, Director General Urban Development and Territorial
Cohesion, German Federal Ministry for Housing, Urban Development and
Building (BMWSB)
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2.1 Words of Welcome

New, rapidly changing, challenges
arise that require solid answers,
building on good and tested
experiences. Cities of all sizes are
crucial for a successful
transformation. Cohesion Policy
contributes to competitiveness
and resilience, but it is also
important to continue supporting
integrated and sustainable urban
development.

The German position paper on the
Territorial Design and
Implementation of Structural
Funds Programmes, published
last year and supported by
France, Ireland, Poland, Romania
and Slovenia, calls for a policy for
territorial development that relies
on a place-based approach and
the partnership principle.

The integration of urban
development within Cohesion
Policy has proven highly effective,
making a vital contribution to
economic, territorial, and social
cohesion in Europe’s cities.
Recognising its importance, the
German Ministry responsible for
urban development has
conducted a comprehensive study
on the implementation of the
“urban dimension” across the
Federal States in Germany in the
current programming period.

In difficult times like these, we
need more cooperation, making
the benefits of Europe more
visible – which is happening on
the ground, in our cities’
neighbourhoods, in dialogue with
citizens and particularly with
young people, as outlined in the
Mission Letter to Executive Vice-
President Fitto.

Cohesion Policy should be rooted
and further developed in the new
Multiannual Financial Framework
as a key instrument for long-term,
sustainable and inclusive regional
economic growth. This is a key
message from a joint statement
adopted by the Federal
Government and the Länder by the
end of 2024. Cohesion Policy
should remain a policy for
territorial development, which
includes its structural principles of
shared management of funds, the
multi-level governance, the place-
based approach and the
partnership principle.

Key elements for the policy’s future
are:

A more long-term and forward-
looking approach with regional
investments focusing on priority
areas such as the digital, green and
demographic transition, as well as
innovation, competitiveness and
resilience;

Further simplification enabling
timely absorption of funds and
addressing various complex
administrative procedures; even
stronger incentives for national
reforms, including a review of
possibilities for performance-based
disbursement of funding; and
stronger conditionality on the rule
of law.

The timing to discuss the urban
dimension of Cohesion Policy and
European policies is right, while the
future of Cohesion Policy as such will
only become clearer in the context
of the next EU multiannual budget
proposal to be announced by the
Commission in July 2025.

An ‘ambitious policy agenda for
cities’ is being developed by DG
REGIO and will be presented at the
end of 2025 or early 2026. It aims to
address four key points: Setting  out
key areas of direct urban relevance
in which the EU is active, such as
housing, sustainable urban mobility,
circular economy; consolidating the
almost 50 existing urban
instruments and tools to allow
easier access and navigation for
cities engaging in them; identifying
key areas of funding and other
supporting tools (such as Technical
Assistance) that cities need and that
can be provided; understanding and
address the impact of EU legislation
on cities.

Future Cohesion Policy operations
could include substantial
simplification and flexibilisation
efforts, well aligned with the
prevailing discourse of budgetary
constraints and the need of all
policies to contribute to the EU’s
changing priorities (security,
industrial transition, climate
adaptation, etc.). While Cohesion
Policy is needed, and delivered in
strong partnership with regions and
cities, its responsiveness to changing
EU priorities is being questioned,
especially in light of low absorption
rates. The ongoing Mid-term
review is an important moment to
assess Cohesion Policy’s
contribution to EU priorities.

Nicola de
Michelis 

Till
Spannagel

Dietmar
Horn
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The future Cohesion Policy will require sustainable and long-term integrated
urban development with adequate funding in all regions of Europe

The broad, partnership-based approach of shared fund management has worked
and should be maintained. A structural, decentralised cohesion policy is
indispensable.

A simplification of the rules and procedures, and more conducive co-financing
requirements appears necessary in the future funding period beyond 2027

2.2 Panel Discussions

Key recommendations from the DV study on ‘The Urban Dimension in EU
Cohesion Policy in Germany’

The panel was opened with a presentation of
the results of an analysis of the urban
dimension in Cohesion Policy in Germany for
the 2021-2027 programming period.
All panellists emphasised the need for
maintaining the partnership principle and for
long-term funding to allow for strategic
planning and investment locally, including in
capacities and human capital delivering
projects on the ground.

Experiences from EU Member States:
With over 6,000 municipalities, Czechia has
had very good experiences with the
instrument of Integrated Territorial
Investments (ITI) to encourage municipalities
to work together in city-regional contexts,
increasing Functional Urban Areas’ (FUAs)
competitiveness. 

However, Jan Schneider identified potential to
make more effective use of ITIs in their current
shape by optimising cooperation and
coordination. 

Daniel Wąsik from Poland emphasised the
need for stronger polycentric, territorial
development under the scope of FUAs, as
demonstrated by the high number (95) of ITIs
involving cities of all sizes and facilitating inter-
municipal cooperation. Additionally, Poland
strategically linked the Recovery and Resilience
Fund (RRF) with its National Urban Policy  
related investments and activities, to further
drive the green and digital twin transition in
urban areas. With 44% of structural funds
managed regionally via Regional Operational
Programmes, the policy’s decentralised
delivery method has been strongly embraced. 

Implementing Cohesion Policy and the Urban Dimension: a
stocktaking across Europe

1)

2)

3)

 From left to right: Barbara Crome, Martin Grisel (moderator), Daniel Wąsik, Karen van Dantzig, Jan Schneider, Daniela Patti (moderator)  
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https://www.gov.pl/web/funds-regional-policy/national-urban-policy
https://www.gov.pl/web/funds-regional-policy/national-urban-policy


The Netherlands, with its overall high level
of urbanisation, continues to advocate a
focus on ‘urban areas’ and a strong urban
dimension delivered holistically, aligning
spatial and sectoral policies  to strengthen
urban and regional competitiveness. Cities in
the Netherlands are considered as drivers of
competitiveness, with more than 50% of
ERDF funding being directed towards
innovation, which demonstrates how
cohesion and competitiveness inherently
coincide. Karen van Dantzig stressed that
multi-level policy design and implementation
in close partnership with local and regional
authorities is key. 

Interventions from the floor

Anja De Cunto from the global network of
mayors, C40 Cities, asked speakers about
national experiences with the Just Transition
Fund (JTF) and the upcoming Social Climate
Fund (SCF), separate funding mechanisms with
specific priorities, rather than being embedded
in existing frameworks. While SCF plans were
still being designed, Member States appreciated
the JTF’s additional funding dedicated to
structurally disadvantaged regions but noted
their complexity and short time frame to set up
effective implementation frameworks. They
emphasised the importance of continuing these
instruments on a long-term. 

Dyfed Aubrey, Chief of Office at UN Habitat,
called on EU Member States to submit national
reports on the implementation of the New
Urban Agenda (link) by July 2025 for the 2026
Quadrennial Review, marking the half-way
point. This provides an opportunity for
countries committed to sustainable urban
development to share their achievements
globally and reaffirms the importance of
sustainable urbanization as a diving force for
achieving global agendas.

Cities in Europe and Europe in cities: Realising Cohesion Policy on
the ground
A common theme pointed out by the three
cities was the challenge of limited capacity to
manage competitive direct funding schemes
and excessive bureaucracy. Their unique
spatial, socio-economic and political
characteristics demonstrated the need for a
tailored and place-based approach to remain
a key feature in the future EU Cohesion
Policy. 

Experiences from cities across Europe:
Florence (IT) shared lessons from its role in
the multi-level governance of the
management of the Recovery and Resilience
Plans (RRP) and the National Programme on
Metropolitan Cities funds, stressing the need
for empowering cities through adequate
funding and integration in the policy process.

Alessandra Barbieri also emphasised the
importance of EU missions in addition to
Cohesion Policy instruments, such as the 100
climate-neutral and smart cities. Regarding
the future Multiannual Financial Framework
(MFF), the city stressed flexibility in the policy
as a crucial tool for implementing EU priorities
in cities, as their ability to respond swiftly and
effectively to unforeseen challenges ensures
that urban development can adapt to align
with EU priorities.

Benedek Jávor from Budapest (HU) spoke in
favour of closer cooperation with the
European Commission and the direct
allocation of funding to cities to avoid unequal
treatment of cities for political reasons, as
also laid out in a recent report.

From left to right: Laura Polverari, Martin Grisel (moderator),
Jiří Starý, Alessandra Barbieri, Benedek Jávor
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Meaningfully strengthening the partnership
principle would enhance Cohesion Policy’s
effectiveness, while a proposed safeguarding
mechanism could ensure that funding
reaches its intended beneficiaries. Linking
bottom-up with EU targets can be realised
with a mission-oriented approach, for
instance by exploring the idea of ‘territorial
missions’.

As a post-coal mining region, Ústí nad Labem
(CZ) faces complex socio-economic
challenges, including poverty, unemployment
and brain drain. While ITIs have been utilised
effectively throughout the polycentric and
highly urbanised agglomeration, Jiří Starý
pointed to room for optimisation. The region’s
socio-economic and spatial characteristics
come with distinct problems and needs,
demonstrating the significance of tailored
approaches and targeted programmes in the
future EU programming period. 

Professor Laura Polverari from the University
of Padua (IT) emphasised that long-term support
of local EU projects and citizens’ involvement
improves Europe’ visibility  and strengthens
democracy. While cities are often seen as passive
recipients rather than active agents in urban
development, granting them more autonomy in
decision-making enhances their capacities, and
leads to better choices aligned with place-based
needs.  Investments should be flexible, targeted,  
future-oriented and managed in a decentralised
manner. See a blog post and EUKN interview  
with Laura Polverari for a deeper analysis.

Interventions from the floor

Uwe Conradt, Mayor or the city of
Saarbrücken in Germany and part of the
Board of the German Cities Association
emphasized the crucial role of Cohesion
Policy in connecting the EU with its cities and
citizens, particularly in times of rising
Euroscepticism. He advocated for maintaining
a funding rate of at least 8% for ERDF-funded
integrated, sustainable urban development
projects and stressed the need for simplifying
administrative processes as key to ensuring
broader participation and making Europe
more tangible at the local level.

Teofil Gherca, Director of URBACT,
emphasised the vital role of Cohesion Policy
in fostering a more united and resilient
Europe. While the strategic framework should
be defined at the EU level, delivery
mechanisms must be adapted in close
partnership with national stakeholders in a
shared management. 

Andrzej Porawski, Executive Director of the
Association of Polish Cities, advocated for
broad overarching EU priorities, while leaving
the specifics of implementation and planning
to member states and regions. He further
underlined the diverse realities across
Europe, stressing that both decision-making
on implementation and detailed planning
must be developed in partnership and
adapted to the unique needs of each region.

From left to right: Dr. Nick Brookes, Federica Bordelot, André Sobczak, Marcos Ros Sempere, Anton Schrag
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Striving for an ‘Ambitious
Policy Agenda for Cities’ in the
EU: an outlook
With regard to the future Cohesion Policy,
Anton Schrag from the European
Commission (DG REGIO) pointed out that
there are currently around 50 programmes
for cities at European level and that
consolidation and simplification is urgently
needed here. A call for evidence by the
Commission will be published to collect
further evidence. The announced ‘ambitious
policy agenda for cities’ by the European
Commission at the end of the year/beginning
of next year will address the role of cities as
transmission belts between the EU, Member
States and citizens, and it will map what cities
need in terms of funding and capacity.

Member of the European Parliament
Marcos Ros Sempere, while welcoming the
announcement of a policy agenda for cities,
expressed his concern about the
Commission’s initial communication about the
future MFF 2028-2034, and emphasised the
important role of cities and regions in
continuously strengthening competitiveness
in Europe. 

To achieve this effectively, it is crucial for the
future Cohesion Policy to be simplified and to
be based on multi-level governance, engaging
cities from the beginning of the policy
process. The importance of a policy agenda
for cities is reflected in the establishment of
the ‘European Urban Forum’  as the successor
to the former Urban Intergroup in the
European Parliament (EP). The Committee of
the Regions (CoR), Eurocities and the Council
of European Municipalities and Regions
(CEMR) also spoke in favour of a continued
strong role for cities and regions in a future
Cohesion Policy, as well as better visibility of
what the EU is doing for cities and its citizens
on the ground. Nevertheless, concerns were
raised regarding current EU-level debates on
the potential centralisation of cohesion
funding management and shifting EU
priorities.

More concretely, while André Sobczak from
Eurocities voiced the importance of cities
playing a central role in defining future EU
priorities, Dr. Nick Brookes from the CoR
stressed that meaningful multi-level
governance and shared management are
essential conditions for an effective new MFF,
in which cities should be agents in co-
designing policies, instead of solely
implementing them. Eurocities advocates for
a policy agenda for cities to integrate firm
urban earmarking, including an inflation
correction, with the urban earmarking ideally
maintained at a level no less than that of the
previous MFF.

Former EU Youth4Cooperation Cross-Border
Ambassador and director of EGTC Linieland
(Belgium), Vincent De Keer, emphasized the
need to ensure that current policies truly
address the needs of citizens, especially those
of younger generations, who are the heirs of
the political decisions made today. This is
particularly important in light of pressing
challenges such as unaffordable housing and
the rising cost of living in cities.

Dr. Jan Olbrycht, Senior Advisor from the
Association of Polish Cities and former
President of the Urban Intergroup, raised
concerns regarding budget management
within Cohesion Policy. Calling for a shift from
direct management to shared management,
he emphasised the importance of shared
management as a key instrument for
strengthening democracy. 

The European Urban Forum, successor to the
Urban Intergroup, launched as a cross-parties
and cross-committees grouping in the
European Parliament on 18 March 2025 with a
mission to shape cities’ future and strengthen
their role across EU policies. The event featured
European Commission Executive Vice-
Presidents Teresa Ribera (Just Transition,
Fairness & Competitiveness) and Raffaele Fitto
(Cohesion & Reforms), underscoring the
significance of sustainable urban development
for the future of the EU.

Interventions from the floor
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