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Challenges of Cross-Border Spatial Planning 

in the Metropolitan Regions of Luxembourg and Lille 

 
 
Abstract 
 
In the context of European territorial integration, the political rescaling and de-bordering processes have 
intensified interdependencies between cross-border metropolitan spaces (Perkmann, 2003) and also led 
to an institutionalization of cross -border regions (Brenner, 2000, Perkmann, 2007; Sohn, Reitel & 
Walther, 2009). These territories have become key actors of territorial governance (Nelles & Durand, 
2012) and serve as a bridge towards integration (O'Dowd, 2002). To strengthen this momentum, the 
spatial planning of these cross-border areas constitutes a stake of their development. The aims of the 
paper, which focuses on two cross-border metropolitan areas (Luxembourg and Lille), are to define the 
concept of cross-border spatial planning and then examine its implementation in a spatial context. 
Within this perspective, a normative schema of cross-border spatial planning will be exposed. The 
results of the study show the multiplicity of difficulties encountered by planning actors when realizing 
cross-border planning projects. To overcome these obstacles, adjustments are required. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In the context of European territorial integration, the political rescaling and de-bordering processes have 
intensified interdependencies between cross-border metropolitan spaces (Perkmann, 2003) and also led 
to an institutionalization of cross-border regions (Brenner, 2000; Perkmann, 2007; Sohn, Reitel & 
Walther, 2009). These territories have become key actors of territorial governance (Nelles & Durand, 
2012) and serve as a bridge towards integration (O'Dowd, 2002). To strengthen this momentum, the 
spatial planning of these cross-border areas constitutes a stake of their development. This paper would 
therefore address the issue of cross-border spatial planning (CBSP) through three questions. How 
thinking the CBSP? How the cross-border dimension is considered in planning systems? How do the 
actors get to implement cross-border projects? The purpose is not so much to know how defining a 
common strategy in these areas but rather to analyze the implementation of cross-border projects at 
the local and regional scales. 
 
The objective of the paper is to understand the mechanisms that lead to the achievement of cross-
border spatial planning projects, as well as obstacles in the spatial planning. Focus on two case-studies: 
the Greater Region centered on Luxembourg and the Lille-Kortrijk-Tournai Eurometropolis, the 
methodology developed has been realized in two steps: Firstly, a textual analysis based on the study of 
the official and non-official planning documents has been carried out, taking into account the declared 
intentions, the official aims and vision of the stakeholders involved in the planning projects. Secondly, 
interviews with officials and stakeholders involved in that field have been conducted. The comparison 
between the two case-studies of Lille and Luxembourg reveals important differences in the evolution 
and institutionalization of cross-border governance (Nelles & Durand, 2012). These regions have taken 
two radically different approaches, almost diametrically opposite, to establishing cross-border 
governance: a top-down approach for the Greater Region, while the political logic operating within the 
Eurometropolis is primarily a bottom-up one. These two governance systems seem completely 
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divergent. However they do share some important similarities. In both cases, political actors have 
identified a collective development strategy, with a cross-border metropolitan focus. Because of their 
experiences in cross-border cooperation, these two cross-border territories offer attractive conditions to 
answer the issue of the implementation of CBSP. 
 
In the first section, the concept of cross-border spatial planning will be examined, and then the 
background of the CBSP will be exposed, in particular the difficulties linked to the coordination of 
different juxtaposed planning systems. In the third section, the issue of the implementation of the CBSP 
will be analyzed, focusing on the realization of cross-border projects in the two case-studies, before 
presenting, in the final section, a normative model of CBSP, explaining the distinct phases in the 
achievement of cross-border spatial planning projects. 
 
 

1) How about cross-border spatial planning? 
 
The origin of cross-border spatial planning echoes the European construction. Although the countries of 
the European Union have envisaged cooperation from 1950 on the economic point of view, the issue of 
spatial planning is only coming until 1988 with the first meeting of Ministers responsible for spatial 
planning in Nantes. The CBSP is thus relatively a recent matter. Before addressing this question through 
a literature review, we consider the necessity to discuss the changes taking place in Europe in terms of 
spatial planning and territorial cooperation. 
 

a. The European context of spatial planning 
 
Since 1975, European Union leads policies with territorial impacts, notably with the creation of 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), a tool used to reduce the gap between the levels of 
development of Europe’s regions. But paradoxically the European Commission hasn’t competences in 
terms of spatial planning (it is still the States and the territorial collectivities which are in charge of it). 
Thus the role of the UE is not to implement the spatial planning, but consists in designing a strategic 
framework of the planning in the European scale. Four pillars describe the European spatial planning 
(Waterhout, 2008). The first one is the European Spatial Development Perspective – ESDP, which add 
the territorial dimension in the European policies. This prospective document, published in 1999, has 
launched a dynamic focus on the territorial development. To harmonize planning policies, one of the 
three main objectives of the UE policy is to strengthen the European territorial cooperation at three 
different scales or strands: cross-border, transnational and interregional. To support these territorial 
collaborations, the EU has created the INTERREG programme (second pillar) in order to promote 
cooperation between European regions. The current program Interreg IV, covering the period 2007-
2013. The third pillar is the European Spatial Observatory Network for Territorial Development and 
Cohesion (ESPON). This network is funding scientific studies to ensure optimal implementation of 
regional policy. The last pillar is the Territorial Agenda, signed by the Ministers of spatial planning in 
2007, that defines a political frame oriented toward action, encourages a polycentric territorial 
development within the EU, which by nature has a cross-border dimension. This stance has defined the 
orientation of the regional policy of the EU otherwise known as EU cohesion policy. The term of 
territorial cohesion symbolized especially the circumvention strategy made by the European 
Commission. 
 
This specific European context has led to an ”exponential growth in cooperation on spatial development 
issues across national borders involving many thousands of professionals is perhaps the most overt 
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indication that, to some degree, there may be a Europeanization of spatial planning underway” (Dühr & 
Nadin, 2007) and generated some effects on spatial planning issue in particular changes to domestic 
planning practices or policies, a re-scalling of planning strategies and the convergence of planning 
policies or planning systems across Europe (Dühr, Colomb & Nadin, 2010). These changes impose to 
States to redefine a new orientation of their territorial policies. Henceforth, not any country can’t 
conceive independently its spatial strategy, without coordination with neighbouring territories. This 
context encourages also the decentralization and regionalization processes. This trend reinforces 
particularly the metropolitan region, and generates new modes of governance between State, regions 
and local authorities. Regions and cities are becoming key actors because of their political 
empowerment through the transfer of competences, but also by their ability to be the economic 
dynamos of national economies (Scott & Storper, 2003). 
 

b. A limited state of the art 
 
The CBSP is a “merging concept” between the terms of cross-border and spatial planning. The first one 
describes the scale, the frame, the geographical context in which the spatial planning is applied. The 
second part is a notion used in Europe since 1990 to make reference to the territorial systems in place in 
each country. Its definition is confused because of its origin. It made by the European commission to 
include all the generic term of spatial planning form all the members (CEC, 1997). The sense of "spatial 
planning" is still ambiguous because it means either a planning system, or a particular idea (Dühr, 
Colomb & Nadin, 2010). Compiling these two notions, the concept of CBSP has been addressed to a 
small extent in academic literature. This is due principally to the relative recentness of its appearance 
within the academic field. However, two generic terms have appeared: trans-national planning and 
cross-border planning. 
 
The term trans-national planning can be defined as cooperation on a large scale between different 
national partners (Dabinett, 2006; Colomb, 2007). This cooperation is based in large part on two factors: 
the definition of a European spatial development framework (following ESDP) which provides a new 
setting for spatial planning in Europe; and EU initiatives, based on recognition of growing spatial 
coherence which crosses national borders (Zonneveld, 2005). Trans-national planning involves seeking 
harmonisation of the different national plans (Fabbro & Haselsberger, 2009), as well as consensus 
between the actors involved in the definition of joint vision of development (Zonneveld, 2005). The 
trans-national aspect of spatial planning has been largely determined by the approach advocated by the 
transnational strand of INTERREG (strand B), with specific regulations and the definition of the major 
zones of transnational cooperation (Dühr & Nadin, 2007). In the publications of the EU, the objectives of 
strand B are to support and encourage transnational cooperation within the field of territorial 
development and more specifically in matters of spatial planning (©European Union, 1995-2011). 
 
The term cross-border planning is a notion related to achieve a joint cross-border decision-making 
(Herzog, 2000), which implies a process of reinforcing institutions to obtain results beneficial for all 
parties involved in the cooperation (Peña, 2007). Its primary object is to facilitate collective action. For 
Renard, “’cross-border’ concerns the links, flows and actors crossing the border, the connection or the 
political will to create continuity and territorial proximity” (Renard, 2007). This understanding of cross-
border planning appears to be more of a functional one. This organisational vision of space refers to the 
idea of connecting territories in relation to the border, to the construction of a crossing point for flows. 
This consists in defining a joint action in the territorial context in which the regulatory frameworks are 
different. In the same vein, the COMMIN team (Baltic Sea Region INTERREG III B) defines CBSP as a way 
to encourage “the exchange of information and the coordination of planning in border areas to avoid 
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contradictory or mutually incompatible action. Cross-border spatial planning can take place on a number 
of levels, across national, state, and regional borders.” Indeed, the last idea on the multiscalar 
dimension of CBSP is important, because it explains the distinction between the two terms trans-
national planning and cross-border planning. 
 
According to the scale, this notion of CBSP won’t have the same conception. One involves at 
transnational scale, while the other involves more at local scale with greater spatial proximity. At the 
European level, the objectives are to harmonize the territorial policies, to conceive a framework in 
which cross-border projects can be financed. At the local level, the CBSP is the confrontation, the 
relationships between two territorial systems. From a conceptual point of view, the aim of cross-border 
planning is to develop a common project with a variety of actors on both sides of the border, in order to 
discuss a joint development strategy. However, from an operational point of view, that is to say 
implement cross-border spatial planning projects, matters are more complex. The issue is to find out 
whether border areas are able to develop cross-border planning projects. 
 
 

2) Background of cross-border spatial planning 
 
In order to launch the European integration, the UE has built a context which offers recommendatory 
conditions to allow the concretization of CBSP, but some obstacles are on the way, principally with the 
juxtaposition of different territorial and juridical systems. How do the actors conceive a common spatial 
planning? How do they implement the CBSP? What are the means to adapt these different territorial 
systems to work together? 
 

a. A favourable European framework for cross-border cooperation within the field of 
planning  

 
Europe offers several favourable conditions to the emergence of cross-border projects, especially from 
the political point of view with the creation of the European Community, which put forward the idea of 
constructing a common vision - “the EU has a dominant episteme (European integration) and also a 
broad consensus exists between the state and society” (Peña, 2005) – but also in the form of the regional 
policy defined by the EU, which aims to develop economic and social cohesion within its territory and to 
reduce inequalities between the territories. To achieve this, a set of financial (European Regional 
Development Fund [ERDF], EU initiatives such as INTERREG) and legal instruments (Euroregion, 
Eurodistrict, EGTC) have been developed to fulfil this political vision. From the point of view of planning, 
various tools and documents have been designed, in particular to define a political framework for CBSP 
(ESDP, Territorial Agenda of the EU, European Observation Network for Territorial Development and 
Cohesion…). These different initiatives have successfully achieved a high level of awareness among 
planners and decision makers of the necessity for horizontal, vertical and geographical coordination 
within an integrated Europe (Dühr, Stead & Zonneveld, 2007). 
 
Furthermore, the states have undertaken legal initiatives to remove the obstacles to cross-border 
cooperation. In 1980, the European Outline Convention of Madrid (1980) was created by the European 
partners to facilitate and promote cross-border cooperation between the territorial areas. In the two 
case studies, the ratification of this convention was followed by the agreement of Karlsruhe, signed in 
1996 by France, Germany, Luxembourg and Switzerland, and the Brussels agreement, signed in 2002 by 
France and Belgium. 
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This context provides legal and political conditions ever seen in the world to promote and facilitate 
cooperation on both sides of the border. The European Union thus plays a role pushing forward and 
supporting cross-border cooperation, via its strategic positions and financing tools. But the brakes 
remain regarding the implementation of a joint strategy or the realization of cross-border spatial 
planning projects. 
 

b. The coordination of spatial planning systems, an obstacle for cross-border spatial 
planning 

 
The main difficulty in terms of CBSP lies in the coordination of different juxtaposed territorial systems. 
Regarding the Figure 1, there is a range of planning documents, all arising from recent planning laws 
(1999 and 2004 for Luxembourg, 1997 for Wallonia, 1999 and 2002 for Flanders, 2000 for France, 1992 
and 2002 for Germany) in order to respond to new economic and spatial processes at work. But do 
these transformations of planning systems allow the implementation of cross-border spatial planning 
projects? 
 
In the two case-studies, planning laws vary significantly between countries, allocating different planning 
powers to different institutional levels. Within states with a federal system, the central levels have no 
real planning tools. The characteristic feature of these systems is that they are heavily decentralised. In 
Belgium, the state has no prerogative in relation to territorial development; the regions hold all powers 
and create their own rules in relation to urban planning and territorial development. From the point of 
view of the planner, there is a real border between the planning practices of Flanders, Wallonia and 
Brussels. In Germany, the federal state defines a joint legislative framework in order to harmonise the 
planning system for all the country. On the basis of this Federal Basic Law, the Länder adopt their own 
laws for spatial planning. They implement the principles of these and define the objectives for their 
territory in the Landesentwicklungspläne – the plans and programmes for the development of each 
state (Guder, 2003). However, the Länder of Saarland and Rhineland-Palatinate have almost similar 
planning systems. In the centralised systems, the role of the state remains omnipresent, despite 
decentralisation laws giving local authorities more and more powers in matters of spatial planning. The 
state also determines the major outlines of planning strategy via the production of framework 
documents (Directive Territoriale d'Aménagement et de Développement Durables [DTADD] and Schémas 
de Services Collectifs [SSC] in France, Programme Directeur in Luxembourg). The French state also 
supports the regions financially in the establishment of a Contrat Projet Etat-Région, a strategic and 
forward-looking planning instrument which determines a general pathway for regional development 
over the medium and long term and coordinates, at the regional level, the national and local planning 
policies. It thus institutes a dialogue between the region and the state (DATAR, 2003). In Luxembourg, 
while the Programme Directeur provides the reference framework for the implementation of 
sustainable territorial development, the guiding sectoral plans, currently being developed, 
constitute/will constitute the key planning tools. These enforceable documents ensure synergies within 
four pre-defined fields (transport, housing, environment and economic) and structure territorial 
development over a twenty-year period. But for now the Luxembourg regulation is flexible. Pending 
validation of sectoral plans, there is no binding legislation, only local regulatory documents (PAG - Plan 
d’Aménagement Général) set out the planning rules as land use, building density. 
 
The comparison of planning systems shows that in each country the documents of spatial planning 
interact in a way which in most cases attempts to respect as far as possible the planning approach and 
strategy defined by the central services. Each local-level document reproduces and adds detail to the 
approach set out in the region and/or central level documents. This system tends to lead to integrated 
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management of the spatial planning. In Germany, relations between the different plans established by 
the Land [state], Kreis [district] and Gemeinde [municipality] are governed by what could be called a 
system of counterweights; the aim of the system is to allow mutual adaptation, at all levels, of the 
objectives of the plans and the development objectives (Collicard & al., 2004). In Flanders, the 
interrelation of spatial planning documents is carried to the extreme with the system of structural plans 
(Structuurplannen) and territorial implementation plans (Ruimtelijke Uitvoeringsplannen) located at the 
three Flemish institutional levels: the region, the provinces and the municipalities. The division of 
powers between these three levels is fixed in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity: each 
institutional level implements those projects which can be organised at their own level. Decisions must 
thus be taken at the most appropriate level (Benelux, 2003). In all countries, organisation of a similar 
kind is often found: forward-looking documents at the intermediate level (region, urban agglomeration) 
and regulatory documents at the local level (municipality). The local level is the level of implementation 
of the spatial planning strategy par excellence. In France, from a regulatory perspective, the municipality 
controls and plans urban development over its territory, instituting planning projects and setting the 
general rules and use of land (Merlin & Choay, 2009). Due to the freedom of municipal administration, 
the German and Luxembourgish municipalities have almost total control over matters of planning, which 
reduces the powers of the higher levels of administration and management. 
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[Figure 1. Spatial planning documents in Germany, Belgium, France and Luxembourg] 
 

 
 
In a cross-border cooperation perspective, the old state traditions (the Napoleonic tradition, the 
Germanic tradition, the Anglo-Saxon tradition) (Newman & Thornley, 1996) and the divergent legal 
approaches to planning in Europe (regional economic planning in France, land use management in the 
UK and in Belgium, and the fully-integrated planning approach in Germany) continue to produce stark 
contrasts in spatial planning practices. These planning practices remain different between countries due 
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to the planning methods inherited as well as to the strategic directions chosen. In Germany, planning is 
seen strictly as land management; in Luxembourg, management is more flexible and less regulatory; in 
Belgium, both in Flanders and in Wallonia, planning is pragmatic and attempts to cope with urban 
sprawl and respond to current socio-economic issues; while in France territorial planning is part of the 
project process designed by business, that is to say, based on different phases (inventory, diagnosis, 
goals, action plan to achieve them; results, evaluation, corrections), placing the emphasis on the 
economic development of territories (CERTU, 2008). However, territorial planning has evolved in 
Europe, leaving behind these old patterns (Knieling & Othengrafen, 2009a, 2009b), refocusing on 
coordination at multiple levels of public policy and on the economic success of territories, with the aim 
of making urban regions competitive by developing and highlighting their advantages. For example, in 
Flanders the overall territorial strategy is based on the principle of “deconcentrated clustering”, the aim 
of which is to control urban sprawl by reinforcing existing urban zones (Fontaine, 2010). In Luxembourg, 
the spatial model of “concentrated deconcentration” aims to contain urbanisation as well as the 
development of services and zones of activity within a limited number of municipalities which have been 
identified as centres of development and attraction (Dater-CEPS/INSTEAD, 2008). The transformation of 
planning practices has led to a collective effort on the part of public actors, private actors and 
associations representing civil society on one hand in terms of management, in particular in defining the 
priorities for public investment, the principles of land regulation, and on another hand in terms of 
forecasting, (re-)imagining the territory by proposing a new idea of its future (Healey, 2004). These new 
dimensions of spatial planning tend to impose the concept of strategic spatial planning (Albrechts, 
2006). 
 
Given the obstacles associated with the coordination of territorial systems with distinct management 
styles, how successful are cross-border territories to implement strategies and achieve cross-border 
projects? 
 

3) The implementation of the CBSP 
 
To overcome the problem of juxtaposition territorial systems, the strategy carried on by the 
stakeholders of the two case-studies had been to institutionalize the cross-border metropolitan regions 
in order to frame cross-border governance allowing the coordination of cross-border actions. Does this 
restructuring of the territories allow to consider the cross-border issue in the planning strategies and to 
develop cross-border projects? 
 

a. The treatment of the cross-border aspect of spatial planning 
 
In the two cases studied, the framework for action, for legal reasons, remains the national territory 
within which laws are passed which govern the actors who administer the space. However, the 
approaches and responses vary according to the scale. For a long time, the cross-border issue remained 
a marginal one which has not been linked to national planning (Pradella & Verger, 2009). Nevertheless, 
for a number of years now the trend has been changing and the cross-border issue has gradually 
appeared in forward-looking and strategic territorial planning documents. 
 
In the Belgian territories, the cross-border dimension is simply mentioned in the strategic regional policy 
documents (SDER, RSV). However, at the provincial and local scale, the transnational urban network 
Kortrijk-Lille-Tourcoing-Mouscron appears as territory potentially driving for the economic 
development, despite the cross-border issue is not considered in terms of joint planning, nor in terms of 
tangible implementation of cross-border planning projects. In the two main French planning documents 
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(SRADT, SCOT), the cross-border metropolis of Lille is already a reality. Development guidelines have 
been defined with a concrete and functional vision (creation of a cross-border structure, improvement 
of accessibility within cross-border territory, redefining urban functions,...). Upon approval of the master 
plan in 2002, local actors1 have made the decision to anchor the Lille’s metropolitan development in a 
cross-border dimension and to take advantage of development potential for putting place the 
metropolis in the competition of global cities. 
 
In Luxembourg, the cross-border cooperation is an important part in the national strategy. According to 
the Program Director, it performs at local, regional and European levels. Strongly influenced in its design 
by the guidelines of the ESDP and Interreg initiatives, one of the objectives of the Program Director is to 
implement an integrated planning beyond the borders. For the local cross-border cooperation, it even 
provides a frame of spatial reference (two cross-border agglomerations are defined) for the setting up of 
plans and spatial planning projects, but without going into detail about their realization. In the German 
and Belgian planning documents, the cross-border issue appears only in terms of cooperation (in 
particular through the INTERREG programs), but not in terms of articulation of territorial stakes. For the 
Lorraine region, it is quite otherwise. Like in Luxembourg, the cross-border dimension is included in 
policy documents as a fundamental dimension of territorial development (in the State-Region contract, 
SCoT North Meurthe-et-Moselle, SCoT Agglomeration Thionvilloise,...) and has resulted in the 
implementation of concrete actions, especially through the realization of a cross-border mobility 
scheme (Schéma de Mobilité Transfrontalière or SMOT2) to improve cross-border flows into the Grand 
Duchy. In addition, an Opération d'Intérêt National (or OIN) was established in northern Lorraine. This 
development tool used for a strategic area - managed directly by the state - will frame the future cross-
border eco-city Belval-Alzette. Although the OIN derogates decentralization laws, it will allow a public 
establishment (Etablissement Public d’Aménagement), to pursue a planning policy focused on this area. 
 
In the territories of two case-studies, although the territorial systems - in a legal manner - are focused 
exclusively within national frameworks, an evolution of planning practices are observed, or even a trend 
towards Europeanization of strategic orientations of spatial planning (Guder, 2003; Waterhout Morais & 
Böhme, 2009), although the legacies of planning cultures remain meaningful. Even if « transnational 
cooperation does not necessarily lead to changes in spatial development policies, nor, by extension, to 
changes in territorial developments patterns » (Dühr, Colomb & Nadin, 2010), the institutional 
organization of the cross-border cooperation is the first step of a common territorial strategy. This shift 
leads to taking account better the cross-border dimension in the spatial planning tools. However, for 
now, the cross-border issue is not addressed in operational terms in the planning documents, although 
many cross-border spatial planning projects were conducted. 
 

b. Typology of cross-border spatial planning projects 
 
Despite the difficulties linked to implementing cross-border planning and to restrictions of planning 
tools in a broader territorial context, many cross-border planning projects have been realized over the 
past twenty years. Thanks to an inventory conducted as part of the research project Crossplanning 
(2009-2011), a census of all cross-border planning projects over the period 1991-2010 has been 

                                                           
1 The development of SCOT in Lille is a long process that is the results of municipal services but also takes into account the 
views of civil society was invited to participate in its design, particularly through the development council. 
2 The SMOT, elaborated in 2009, is a study on mobility within the cross-border area Lorraine - Luxembourg by 
focusing on flows of border workers. This is a program of concrete actions with strategic orientations shared 
between partners. 
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achieved. For most projects, they were co-financed by Interreg. 106 cross-border projects concerning 
“spatial planning” in the case of Luxembourg, and 104 projects in the case of Lille have been counted. 
The financial volume of these projects has not been able to be taken into account due to the large 
number of co-financing arrangements. Due to the sectoral dimension of projects, a typology of cross-
border planning projects has been conducted. With regard to the varying cross-border experiences 
within the two metropolitan areas studied, it is possible to identify four categories of cross-border 
planning project carried out over two decades: 
 

- Cross-border study projects: these represent the majority of cross-border projects (55 %). There 
are two types of study projects: those which aim to understand and analyse certain issues within 
a cross-border area (such as the management of underground water or the SMOT); and those 
which aim to implement planning projects (border posts, bridges or roads)3. It should be noted 
that the majority of INTERREG files relating to spatial development correspond to feasibility 
studies.  

 
- Communications or PR actions (25 %). These projects aim to promote the idea of cross-border 

cooperation, to diffuse information, to communicate across borders, to encourage actors and 
people to change their point of view (cross-border media creation, publication of tourism 
documents within the cross-border area).  

 
- Planning projects (15 %): these are concrete projects. A distinction can also be drawn between 

large-scale and local projects (construction of water treatment plants, footbridges, connection 
of water supply networks). 

 
- Political coordination or cooperation actions (5 %): these projects aim to coordinate the actions 

of actors around a specific issue, projects aiming to coordinate the action of actors around a 
specific issue or the use of infrastructure. A distinction can be drawn between simple 
coordination (for example, the networking of actors concerning parks; the creation of the 
Greater Region geographical information system) and coordination actions which lead to 
planning projects (exchange of practices across the border between housing actors). 

 
In terms of concrete projects, two main themes emerge concerning cross-border planning: accessibility 
(road, rail and river transport projects) and specialised issues concerning water and risk management 
(joint projects concerning water supply and management of waste water). The pre-eminence of the first 
theme is due to the desire of political actors to improve flows of trade and people, encouraging 
interaction between the territories. The implementation of cross-border projects strengthens 
accessibility between the territories, constituting a means of joining together spaces, creating a network 
of links across the border. With regard to more environmental projects, these are projects for which it is 
easier politically to find a compromise with neighbouring partners, in particular to deal with a shares 
problems (dealing with flooding) or to seek to optimise public facilities by pooling resources for 
construction and management (water treatment plants). Ultimately, it is clear that many cross-border 
planning projects which succeed are those which (re)create a junction (bridges, roads, footbridges) or 
connections between technical networks (water, electricity, telephone, drainage…). These are projects 
which use networks, as if the network allows the border to be crossed more easily. 
 

                                                           
3 It is important to note that in the first INTERREG programmes there were specific cross-border projects aiming to 
develop the EDP cross-border agglomeration (France-Luxembourg-Wallonia). 
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This typology does not include projects not completed or aborted, which are outnumber completed 
projects. Three main reasons emerged. The first one is often the result of a lack of funding due either to 
the refusal of authorities managing Interreg funds to finance such a project, either because the project 
in question has an excessive cost (eg: making a cross-border hospital in the south of Luxembourg). The 
failure of a project also lies in the development of technical and / or managing problems inherent in the 
project (example: cross-border pool in Comines) or disagreements and differences of opinion arising as 
to the purpose of the project (eg: conversion of the border post Rekkem-Ferrain). It should not be 
overlooked that cross-border projects are “characterised by interdisciplinarity, multiple languages, 
cultural diversity and the challenge of communicating across sectoral boundaries” (Barca, 2009). 
 
From the launch of the Interreg III, an increase of number of cross-border projects has been observed 
which can be explained by an increased knowledge of the cross-border issue and of the functioning of 
European funding instruments. This new experience - but still wavering - allows the authorities involved 
in cross-border cooperation structures to better understand the difficulties in carrying out projects. 
Based on these experiences, a model of CBSP has been designed. 
 
 

4) Towards a model of organisation of cross-border planning 
 
The comparative study of the two cross-border metropolitan areas allows us to propose a normative 
model of cross-border metropolitan planning in Europe, consisting of different sequential phases (see 
Figure 2). We describe first of all the six first phases leading to the implementation of a cross-border 
project, and then highlight the difficulties encountered by the actors in the cooperation in the 
establishment of cross-border projects, which leads us on to present the seventh phase within this 
idealised model, the adjustment phase. 
 

a. The key phases of cross-border planning  
 
The first stage of the cooperation begins with a phase of exchange and dialogue. It consists of making 
political contacts. An initial informal network of actors in the cross-border cooperation is formed. 
 
The second phase is the phase of structuring of the cross-border cooperation. After the signing of 
agreements and accords enabling cross-border cooperation at the macro level (from the Madrid Outline 
Convention to the signing of multilateral accords of the Karlsruhe type), joint consideration is given to 
the mode of operation of cross-border cooperation which leads to one of various forms of structuring of 
the cooperation (informal, exchange platform, association) organising the actors involved in the 
cooperation. 
 
The third phase consists in a phase of reflection and conceptualisation of the cross-border territorial 
development. The important issue, beyond the structure of the cross-border cooperation, is that the 
political actors and the technicians working within the territorial bodies define a territorial project, 
agree on a shared vision, and establish a cross-border political timescale. This is a delicate issue, as it is 
necessary for the actors to work together to establish joint ambitions. They are seeking a compromise to 
move forward. Are they of the same opinion? Do they have the same development priorities? How can 
this joint strategy be conceptualised? The priorities appear inescapable, especially in terms of cross-
border transport, management of natural resources and energy sources. The development of a cross-
border strategy requires that it be defined in terms of time, a political agenda be established, and that 
the markers and successive stages to be achieved be set. 
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The fourth phase, the phase of preliminary studies, allows preparation for the implementation of the 
project. Numerous cross-border studies and diagnostics are ordered (site studies, surveys, technical 
feasibility studies, property studies, impact studies, planning studies, market studies) in order to 
establish whether it is possible in practical terms to implement the cross-border project. The outcome of 
these studies provides knowledge of the cross-border area which did not exist before and also allows 
the phase of reflection on the development of the cross-border territory to be added to and refined. 
 
The fifth phase of the model represents the planning phase of the cross-border project. Following the 
political approval of the project, it is the stage of planning by the technicians in charge of the project. 
They define the objectives to be reached, the required funding and human resources, the stages of 
implementation, the methods to be followed etc. Seeking European funding (which can finance up to 
50% of the cost of the project) requires the actors to provide an INTERREG project dossier certificate to 
apply for funds from the EU’s operational programmes within each cross-border region. Another issue is 
that of land ownership: is it necessary for land to be acquired by the coordinators of the project?  
 
The sixth phase is the operational phase, i.e. the phase of the implementation of actions and concrete 
cross-border projects. The signing of the cross-border cooperation agreements (Karlsruhe Accords, 
Brussels Accords) allows the partners to coordinate their actions in terms of carrying out planning 
operations. However, how the work is managed will vary from project to project. There are three 
possibilities. The territorial bodies can manage the work “together”, i.e. each authority manages the 
work in their own territory. Or, the management can be joint, exercised via a third party (EGTC, GLCT, 
cross-border association, société d’économie mixte locale [company owned jointly by local authorities 
and private shareholders]…). Or, the management of the work can be entrusted to just one of the 
project partners.  
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[Figure 2. Normative model of cross-border planning] 
 

 
 
Nowadays, there is a certain degree of expertise on the part of the institutional actors in the design of 
cross-border planning projects. They have acquired knowledge and experience in cross-border work. 
From a theoretical point of view, we know how the actors are to be organised and what the decision-
making chain is to design a cross-border project. However, despite this, many problems arise and often 
restrict and limit the number of cross-border projects (Ricq, 2006). 
 

b. The difficulties encountered by the actors when developing cross-border planning 
projects 

 
In general, while the European context favours cross-border cooperation, local border actors face 
numerous obstacles which hinder the implementation of joint projects with their neighbours. The 
operational phase of setting up and implementing cross-border projects gives rise to problems 
associated with: 
 

- The juxtaposition of different urban planning laws and regulations, the multiplicity of spatial 
management and planning tools, and the divergence of working methods on either side of a 
border. These disparities often make the development of cross-border projects highly complex. 

 
- The lack of coordination of institutional levels on either side of a border. Multi-level 

coordination is a delicate issue. Which actors should be used? Which actors have the same 
powers on either side of the border? Often, the same institutional levels do not have the same 
legal powers, nor the same financial resources. Furthermore, the majority of actors engaged in 
cross-border cooperation do know have detailed knowledge of the various modes of 
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institutional and administrative organisation and the cultural frameworks of their neighbours 
(Fabbro & Haselsberger, 2009). This lack of knowledge of neighbouring territorial systems can 
lead to a weakness in the cross-border cooperation and result in misunderstandings both at the 
political (lack of knowledge of institutional functioning) and technical (lack of knowledge of 
planning rules and tools) levels. In addition, there are political obstacles which make it difficult 
to implement a common strategic vision. 

 
- The difficulty of finding funding and the complexity of the financial plans required due to the 

multiplicity of actors involved and the difficult fiscal standards and regulations on either side of 
a border. Formerly delegated to the state, the management of INTERREG programmes is now 
entrusted to regional bodies within a more cross-border framework (Denert & Hurel, 2000). 
However, is there any real coordination of territorial development within the cross-border 
territories? The European operational programmes defined by the European regional policy 
currently form more of a collection of cross-border projects than a real concerted cross-border 
strategy.  

 
It is interesting to set out why the INTERREG IV A programmes, referred to as cross-border cooperation, 
render difficult the initialisation of cross-border development projects. Due to the European directives, 
in particular regulations EC no. 1260/1999 and no. 1080/2006, only 25% of European co-financing can 
be used for development work on each project. The maximum amount of ERDF subsidy may not exceed 
500,000 €. Furthermore, if the project requires the acquisition of land, the amount of the purchase may 
not exceed 10% of the total eligible costs of the project. For these reasons, the most common cross-
border projects in the field of development are study projects. In contrast, in the INTERREG IV B 
programmes, referred to as transnational cooperation, it is easier to obtain larger sums for the 
implementation of development projects (such as the creation of the high speed railway link in the 
north-west of Europe via the HST Connect project, or the improvement and restoration of navigation of 
the canal between Deûle and Escaut with the Blue Link project). It must also be noted that there are 
some, rare, cross-border development projects which do not benefit from any European financial 
assistance (such as the creation of the Jacques Delors square on the Franco-Belgian border at Menen-
Halluin). 
 

- The different rhythms and timescales on either side of the borders. Cross-border cooperation 
requires work over long timescales. In addition to the problems of identifying the legitimate 
actors on either side of the border, the political, administrative and financial cultures are 
different and place brakes on cross-border cooperation. Integration to overcome these 
differences takes time and the actors must accept the administrative delays of their partners. 
The difficulty for elected officials is to insert the cross-border issue into their administration and 
present it to their citizens, sometimes over the course of short mandates, which does not allow 
the elected officials to enjoy the fruits of their work. Furthermore, the timescales for the 
financing of cross-border projects by European programmes and their implementation are 
discordant; the timescales of the European programmes are not necessarily those of the 
projects. The timescales of the financing, elections and the implementation teams do not often 
coincide. This also raises the question of the sustainability of the project in management terms. 
One also gets the impression that cross-border projects cannot exist without European 
financing. 
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c. The adjustment phases required for cross-border cooperation  
 
To resolve these problems and improve cross-border cooperation, the actors must make several 
changes. It is essential that a phase of adjustment be carried out. Two types of adjustment exist. The 
first can be defined as limited adjustments. Taking into account the difficulties, if the political will 
remains the technicians can “tinker” to redefine the cross-border project and plan, or abandon, it. The 
second type, the more important, concern political, institutional, legal and technical problems. The 
actors involved need to renew the cross-border work. New tools – such as the EGTC – must be created 
in order to overcome these problems. In the case of Lille, the COPIT had not the right powers in terms of 
decision making and could not therefore implement cross-border projects without the support of more 
central levels. Thanks to EGTC, the new structure incorporates more partners, which allows multi-level 
governance within the administration and organisation of border territories. In the Greater Region, the 
executives have decided to focus on a participatory process, involving more municipal and economic 
actors. The aim is to allow the emergence of a new operational and identity dynamic, by pursuing a 
concerted territorial development policy. In relation to the Metroborder applied research project, which 
aims to define cross-border polycentric metropolitan regions and examine the issue of cross-border 
polycentric territorial integration, the aim is to create a concrete political project for the Greater Region. 
This aim, based on a cross-border reticular urban framework, requires the reinvention of governance in 
order to overcome the multi-level cleavages generated by the asymmetrical organisation of political and 
administrative powers on either side of the borders (ESPON, 2010). 
 
One of the major difficulties of cooperation arises from the competition between the territories. While 
they may belong to a single cooperation area, there are always rivalries, particular economic ones, as a 
result of fiscal or legal differences across borders. These differences, which are considerable in the case 
of Luxembourg, can act as brakes on the cross-border integration of territories (Decoville, Durand, Sohn 
and Walther, in progress). The problem is thus to reconcile cooperation and competition. In the two 
case studies, the stated will of the political actors is to reinforce cooperation with neighbouring 
territories. Despite the many obstacles encountered, the desire to develop cross-border projects 
remains strong. Following the recommendations of the Treaty of Lisbon in matters of territorial 
development which aim to reinforce cooperation between territorial actors and private economic 
actors, new strategies have been put in place. Increasingly, the idea of “coopetition” between territories 
is developing. This concept, imported from the business world, is a fusion of the terms cooperation and 
competition (Yadong, 2005). It attempts to unite the characteristics of the two concepts of which it is 
made up: on the one hand, the territories cooperate and construct a shared image of the cross-border 
territory, highlighting the advantages, potential and strengths of each territory within the cross-border 
area; on the other hand, the latent competition between the territories remains, principally in relation 
to the attraction of investors within their zones of activity. This opportunistic collaboration points 
towards a new strategy at the cross-border level, where local actors (institutional and economic) are 
involved in a game which is simultaneously one of competition and complementarily. The Lille-Kortrijk-
Tournai Eurometropolis has already decided to take this path, by adopting various joint actions within 
the field of territorial promotion (participation of the three territories on a single fair stand at the MIPIM 
property fair; submission of an INTERREG project aiming to formalise competition within the 
Eurometropolis…). Meanwhile, within the Greater Region, due to the existence of stark differentials, the 
representatives of the economic actors have been slow to organise competition at the level of their 
territory. 
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Conclusion 
 
It is a paradox that, given the European setting favourable to cooperation, there are a limited number of 
cross-border development projects. This contradiction can be explained initially by the different 
organisation of spatial planning on either side of the borders. A juxtaposition can be seen between 
different territorial systems for modes of functioning, i.e., spatial planning rules, tools and methods have 
differing content and philosophies in the different territories. In addition, there is a difference between 
the “community” approach, of which one of the aims is to seek territorial cohesion within Europe, and 
the institutional framework which organises the spatial planning and development of a territory 
delineated by national boundaries, without taking into account the spatial development of the 
neighbouring territories. This rigid institutional framework “requires” the local ambitions, as well as 
those of the state, to conform to defined rules. National regulation is centralised to a greater or a lesser 
degree; local planning is decentralised but must take into account the regulatory framework established 
by the state (Morand-Deviller, 2008). It is for this reason that at present binding planning documents are 
limited to their sphere of competence and do not extend to areas outside of the territory, across 
borders. There is a discrepancy between the discourse and stated ambitions of local political actors and 
the reality of a legal planning framework which limited the implementation of a concerted development 
strategy. In the two cases considered, the majority of cross-border development operations (excluding 
study projects) are the result of joint management. One tends to see, therefore, coordination of border 
development projects which together amount to cross-border development, confirming the split that 
exists between the realization of a project which does not in itself extend beyond national boundaries 
and remains a border project, and a vision of territorial development which is cross-border in nature. 
 
Cross-border cooperation therefore requires adjustments in matters of planning. One of the keys to 
success is the coordination between the actions with a view to achieving efficient management of 
border areas, which involves, first of all, vertical integration of development policies being decided upon 
within a national territory, so that planning strategies are interlinked between the central and local 
levels. It also involves horizontal cross-border integration of these policies (or cross-linking if the 
institutional levels do not have the same powers), in order to achieve coherent management of the 
defined cross-border area. The strategy of the states has thus changed and is no longer centred on the 
national territory. Two examples show this political change: in 2005, aware of the difficulties of 
cooperation within the Lille cross-border agglomeration, the French state proposed to the Belgian 
institutions that they set up a Franco-Belgian parliamentary working group (made up of 6 French 
parliamentarians and 6 Belgian parliamentarians), the aims of which were to identify the legal obstacles 
to cross-border cooperation and the development of solutions, particularly in the fields of planning, 
urban planning, development and transportation. In 2009, at the 11th summit of the Greater Region, the 
state of Luxembourg chose to focus its action on development and territorial planning at the local of the 
Greater Region, which aim to achieve integrated, concerted and joint territorial development. 
 
To move in this direction, initiatives – set out by the EU – have been put in place in the cross-border 
territories. The priorities are traffic and the sharing of information. At present, in the two case studies 
the political actors and technicians of the territorial authorities have been invited to participate and give 
their views on the publication of these documents. For this, the local authorities exchange their 
publications and include the neighbouring political actors, as well as the technicians, in the process of 
creating these documents. This initiative may result in better coordination of spatial development and 
facilitate the design of cross-border development projects. Despite the adjustments being made, the old 
problems remain and new ones are appearing. Cross-border cooperation is becoming a fine art, mixing a 
steep learning curve in terms of working with others (from finding compromises between the partners 
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to implementing the cross-border project), which involves walking a tightrope between the legal rules in 
place and the different cultures on either side of the borders, while also requiring inventiveness and 
responsiveness to overcome the burgeoning difficulties. Cross-border cooperation is therefore not a 
linear process but rather a repetitive one in which the actors must proceed in an iterative manner over 
the long term. 
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