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Cross-border Governance: Inventing Regions in a 
Trans-national Multi-level Polity

From an esoteric subject of international

relations and voluntarism-based ini-

tiatives, cross-border governance has

turned in the last decade into a key 

expression of regionalism and of dynam-

ics of change of territorial relations in 

Europe. Overcoming and blurring bor-

ders lies at the core of discourses on 

European integration aimed at erasing

tariff and non-tariff barriers from the

geography of European trade. Mean-

while, exchange across borders is 

becoming the generative matrix and the

potential carrier of new concepts of de-

velopment, such as the construction of

new “economic integration zones.” Pro-

moting the emergence and institutionali-

sation of cross-border regions has thus

become an important objective of Euro-

pean Union cohesion policy. Yet the more

borders are crossed – for instance,

through the process of eastern EU en-

largement – the more they are repro-

duced along other dimensions: linguistic,

cultural, symbolic, as well as along dif-

ferentials in abilities and power. Accord-

ingly, the meanings and facets of borders

are changing, posing new challenges to

spatial disciplines and policies.

This article presents a review of issues

concerning cross-border regionalism and

planning debated in geography and re-

gional studies, with an emphasis on the

challenges entailed by the socially con-

structed and “invented” character of

cross-border regions and by the institu-

tionalisation of cross-border governance.

1 Introduction
What are the different types of regional
governance in cross-border regions?
What are their typical constraints and
potentials? And what is their effective-
ness? As we ask ourselves these ques-
tions about governance in cross-border

regions, we face the fact that in an in-
creasingly integrated Europe, defining
border regions and the nature of bor-
ders is becoming a more complex task.

Anderson and O’Dowd (1999, 595)
remind us that “the drawing of any
given state border represents an arbitra-
tion, and a simplification, of complex
geo-political, political and social strug-
gles. It seldom, if ever, offers a coinci-
dence of economy, polity and culture,
but instead represents and often reifies
a particular relationship between them
that may prove either transitory or
durable.”

Identifying border regions becomes
more of a challenge, paradoxically, as
the identification with the state and its
borders is blurred in socio-economic
and political practices. As their quasi-
natural identification with physical bor-
ders – as the gatekeepers of state sover-
eignty and of its social, economic and
political institutions – is questioned, bor-
ders reveal their multifaceted nature.
Identifying border regions hence re-
quires consideration of their identity 
“by difference,” along multidimensional
lines. [1]

Rather than being trivialised by the
relativisation of nation-state borders, by
“the creation of an area without internal
frontiers” (Treaty on EU-TEU, Article 2),
and by the mainstreaming of cross-bor-
der co-operation in trans-national public
policy programmes, issues related to
border regions are gaining a new di-
mension. 

Through these developments, cross-
border regionalism has extended in the
1990s beyond mere issues of centre-pe-
riphery relationships and uneven devel-
opment. In its everyday practice, cross-
border regionalism reveals both an in-
crease in opportunities for mobilisation
and an increase in complexity. As if
their borders would be reproduced in-
ternally along multiple lines, cross-bor-
der regions face new policy problems,
while their scope for action spans
boundaries between the dimension of
international relations and that of local
governance. Initiatives in cross-border
governance are maturing, but at the
same time face challenges typical of the
transition from emergent and loosely-

coupled governance settings to more
stabilised, institutionalised ones.

In this paper – in no more than a rhap-
sodic way – I propose a review the
sources and challenges of experiences
in cross-border governance in Europe
along three interconnected dimensions:
the political-economic dimension, the in-
stitutional dimension, the symbolic-
cognitive dimension (see fig. 1).

As I will argue, these dimensions con-
verge around a key challenge of institu-
tionalisation. Cross-border governance
is an institutional construct resulting from
complex processes of co-evolution. In
their current phase of institutionalisa-
tion, cross-border governance settings
face a struggle that highlights the di-
alectics between path-dependency and
path-shaping, between institution build-
ing and institutional design. 

2 The Political-economic Dimension

2.1 The Changing Economy of 
Cross-border Regions
One of the challenging novelties of
cross-border governance in an integrat-
ing Europe is the re-emergence and re-
framing of the role of territoriality in the
economy. This aspect is, in a way, only
at first sight paradoxical, in light of the
apparent loss in meaning of the form of
territoriality attached to previously ac-
cepted views of borders. 

The economy of border-regions has
been a traditional subject of regional
development theories. Different condi-
tions for competitiveness and competi-
tion in border regions illustrate a special
case of internal peripheries within de-
veloped industrial economies. This way
of thinking, most notably, identified bor-
ders with external nation-state borders
and with the friction provoked by differ-
ent social and political systems, as well
as barriers to trade. Such conditions,
along with the strategic and – as more
often the case – symbolic meaning of
border areas for the politics of national
sovereignty, structurally identifies bor-
der regions as net beneficiaries of trans-
fers within nation-state welfare econo-
mies. Conversely, cross-border govern-
ance has emerged in latter times as a
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policy alternative aimed at the reduction
of core-periphery disparities through de-
velopment of the endogenous potential
of peripheral regions. 

To what extent widely held views of
border economies are still adequate in
defining policy orientations, however, is
a question which goes hand in hand
with that of the changing definition of
borders in an integrating Europe. The
re-framing of the meaning of borders, in
fact, radically changes views on the na-
ture of border economies. In a prospec-
tively “borderless” Europe conceived of
“networks of regions,” cross-border re-
gions are put at the centre of a political-
economic challenge as the rediscovery
of the territorial embeddedness of eco-
nomic systems merges with the need for
active policies in constructing and sus-
taining territorial units of competition.

In this sense, border regions appear
to be in transition. The meaning of bor-
ders is changing, and so is its role in
defining the economies of border re-
gions. In this process, however, the in-
fluence of borders persists, as do their
potential negative and positive external-
ities. 

On the one hand, structural economic
effects of borders, as they are rooted in
social and institutional practices, are of-
ten subject to high levels of resilience.
This is emphasised by the fact that,
along with the relativisation of borders
as external constraints, the re-emer-
gence of borders in the form of internal
fault lines – i.e. of differences of an in-
stitutional, cultural, linguistic, ethnic or
socio-political nature – becomes more
apparent. Constraints such as the re-
duction and/or splitting of market build-
ing areas, the constraints and limitations
to the diffusion of knowledge and inno-

vation, the presence of higher transac-
tion costs, may thus continue to influ-
ence economic processes long after the
demise of formal or physical borders.
Thus, for instance, research on regional
innovation systems has highlighted con-
straints to innovation even in cross-bor-
der settings sharing high potential levels
of industrial integration. Innovative fac-
tors such as the integration in industrial
network organisation and the diffusion
and sharing of knowledge across bor-
ders are still highly influenced by the re-
sistance emerging from the dominance
of different governance systems (e.g.
Hassink et al. 1995; Van Houtum 1998;
Koschatzky 2000).

On the other hand, the meaning taken
by borders is itself the result of the
strategies and behaviours of political-
economic actors and of the way they re-
late to the specifics of cross-border
economies. Thus, for instance, the
stigma of being peripheral may be in-
ternally reproduced, even within co-op-
erative and consensual settings, as the
cross-border region as an economic per-
formance unit is built on reproducing the
exploitation of internal price-cost
differentials (e.g. Krätke 1999). Particu-
larly in cross-border regions, as Ander-
son and O’Dowd (1999, 959) remind
us, “regional unity may derive from the
use of the border to exploit, legally and
illegally, funding opportunities or differ-
entials in wages, prices and institutional
norms on either side of the border.” 

As material and formal-juridical bor-
ders tend to be blurred, the economic
cohesion of a cross-border region ap-
pears to be more dependent on en-
dogenous processes leading to the iden-
tification of common sets of interests and
resources and on the building of a sense

of reciprocity based on their interde-
pendence. In this sense, cross-border
governance as an economic develop-
ment strategy constructs its own political
objects. 

2.2 The Local Politics of 
Cross-border Regionalism
Cross-border governance can be viewed
as a significant new space for regional
initiatives. At the same time, cross-bor-
der initiatives represent concrete poten-
tial for bottom-up forms of trans-national
policy. [2] All of this, while pointing to
the potential of cross-border govern-
ance for local empowerment and de-
mocratisation, also places significant
burdens on the prospects for local mo-
bilisation and proactive initiative. 

In the first place, it is important to no-
tice that, as many experiences show,
motivations for the engagement of local-
regional polities in cross-border govern-
ance initiatives range widely between
rooted opportunistic behaviours and
emergent strategic attitudes. This may
be observed by considering the main
aims that play a role in addressing
cross-border initiatives: 
• access to funding; 
• cost-benefit sharing;
• promotion of local assets;
• lobbying;
• positioning in international competi-
tion and intergovernmental relations;
• policy exchange and sharing of best-
practices.

The balance between these factors 
is very much dependent on capacities 
of networking and coalition-building
based on the identification or construc-
tion of common interests, and on their
generalisation as the mission of an
(emergent) cross-regional policy commu-
nity. The motor is, usually, the improve-
ment of the comparative economic ad-
vantage of the regions involved. Hence,
a crucial dimension is the building of
new cross-border alliances around con-
crete development initiatives. This en-
tails important opportunities in terms of
the potential for innovative outcomes
and the development of bottom-up
processes. 
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Fig. 1: Three interconnected dimensions in
cross-border governance in Europe.



On the other hand, the low level of in-
stitutionalisation of cross-border initia-
tives makes their governance settings
subject to peculiar threats, such as polit-
ical opportunism, the strengthening of
existing policy elites, and the consolida-
tion of neo-corporatist patterns of rela-
tionships. In this sense, it is important to
recall some relevant dimensions of coali-
tion-building that are crucial for initia-
tives in cross-border governance
(Church and Reid 1999): 
• the nature and integrity of co-opera-
tion;
• the nature of strategies of mutual po-
sitioning and of power relationships
among co-operating actors;
• the recognition of organisational di-
versity and the contribution offered to its
valorisation;
• the forms of relations established be-
tween new and existing policy spaces
and between new and existing forms of
territoriality.

The formation of cross-border regions
by means of negative integration – i.e.
by the blurring of traditional borders –
does not affect the factors leading to the
persistence of these threats. Several of
these factors can in fact be detected in
some diffuse characteristics of cross-bor-
der initiatives: 
• the prevalence of bureaucratic gui-
dance and dominance of public-sector
over private-sector involvement;
• the prevalence of state-led initiatives;
• the existence of trade-offs between lo-
cal and supra-local interests;
• the existence of trade-offs between lo-
cal and supra-local political commit-
ments;
• and, finally, a prevailing emphasis
on sectoral issues of economic perfor-
mance, i.e. on distributive issues rather
than on re-distributive and potentially
identity shaping aspects.

It is hence important, in order to trace
some of its major challenges, to raise
some crucial questions about the nature
of the local politics of cross-border gov-
ernance:
• Are initiatives in cross-border co-ope-
ration stable enough for building effec-
tive forms of partnership?

• Are the incentives for cross-border
co-operation sufficient for promoting in-
novative forms of collective action and
for realising an effective concurrence of
resources?
• Are the incentives for cross-border
co-operation sufficient for building new
coalitions and governance regimes?
• And, finally, are cross-border coali-
tions and governance regimes stable
enough to address forms of institutiona-
lisation that may grant them both auto-
nomy and accountability?

This latter question converges to the is-
sue of the democratic legitimacy of
emergent cross-border governance set-
ting. While overcoming borders may be
viewed inherently as an act of democra-
tisation, the democratic legitimacy of
cross-border governance faces a dual
contradiction. On the one hand, the ex-
ercise of formal democracy is tradition-
ally tied to the exercise of territorial sov-
ereignty; on the other hand, the exercise
of substantive democracy is tied to
forms of socio-political commitment and
identification that seem to be chal-
lenged in communities without borders
or with blurring borders. Cross-border
governance, hence, entails its own chal-
lenge to democratic processes: a chal-
lenge that calls for innovative solutions
while still being highly dependent on a
wider system of institutional relation-
ships.  

2.3 The Political Economy of 
Cross-border Governance
Building cross-border governance as a
regional community of interests is a so-
cial-constructive process that requires
the development of concrete capacities
of networking, co-operation and coali-
tion building across differences. Volun-
tarism-driven mobilisation, however, is
not sufficient in accounting for its emer-
gence and for its prospects of success.
The social-constructive dimension of
cross-border regionalism may face its
limits, unless it is embedded in a system
of institutional incentives and legitimat-
ing mechanisms. 

In order to understand the opportuni-
ties and constraints that face its emer-
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gence, it is first necessary to place the
local politics of cross-border govern-
ance in the context of an emerging po-
litical economy of governance.

In the field of governance studies, the
flourishing of experiences in cross-bor-
der governance bears a paradigmatic
meaning. The relativisation of borders,
in fact, appears as an especially appar-
ent manifestation of a more general rel-
ativisation process with regard to scales
of governance (Perkmann and Sum
2002.) This can be traced back to the
political-economic essence of rescaling
processes in the nation-state.

The re-framing of the essence and
meaning of sovereignty and territoriality
of the state in the framework of globali-
sation and trans-nationalisation pro-
cesses – as embodied by European inte-
gration – takes the features of a new
politics of scale: the struggle for the cre-
ation of new policy spaces, backed by
policy measures grounded on meta-
phors of scale relativisation within the
policy discourse of European integra-
tion: for instance, the re-framing of state
sovereignty implied in visions of a Eu-
rope of the Regions (Hooghe 1996), but
also the idea of a space of flows (e.g.
Hajer 2000; Richardson and Jensen
2000.) 

Such an interpretation emerges in par-
ticular from regulationist interpretations
of the changing political geography of
governance in Europe as a part of
broader processes shaping regulatory
systems at different spatial scales (e.g.
Swyngedouw 1997; Brenner 1999a,
1999b; Jessop 2000, 2002). Regional-
ist processes, accordingly, point to “the
intricate social relations and intercon-
necting properties that may exist be-
tween the recent regional renaissance
and the restructuring of the state”
(MacLeod 2000, 221): they may be
seen “as the effect of top-down policies
to replace the imagined community at
the national level with an imagined unit
of competition at the regional level”
(Lovering 1999, 392.) 

Approaches to regionalisation and to
the rescaling of territorial governance,
in this view, express the need of nation-
state structures to counter centrifugal
phenomena defined by the development

of exit strategies by regions and cities in
the face of the structural crisis of state-
centred welfare economies. This occurs
mainly through devising new patterns
for mutual legitimisation in a multi-level
polity: the state (national and local) as a
governance actor shifts from the role of
“authoritative allocation and regulation
from above to the role of partner and
mediator” (Kohler-Koch 1996, 371), en-
abling the local construction of spaces
of competitiveness and co-operation. 

Regional governance settings may
thus be seen as the outcome of a shift in
relational settings within the state polity,
resulting from a dual process of strate-
gic selectivity (Jessop 2000) occurring
both at the level of state structures and
at the level of local-regional polities.
Ideal-typically, cross-border regionalism
embodies the opportunity structure cre-
ated for local initiatives from the loosen-
ing of jurisdictional boundaries and
scales within a change in relationships
between supra-national, national and
sub-national authorities. 

This clearly puts the development of
local abilities and initiatives for self-cen-
tered cross-border development in strict
relation with the framework conditions
provided by the emergence of a Euro-
pean pattern of multi-level governance. 

3 The Institutional Dimension

3.1 Cross-border Governance as an
Institutional Project
The assumption of cross-border govern-
ance in the policy agenda is to a large
extent a result of the constitution of a Eu-
ropean trans-national discourse on spa-
tial policy and planning.

Dealing with the internal differentials
in socio-economic conditions and devel-
opment potentials in Europe has for-
mally entered the Community’s policy
agenda with the formulation of the goal
of economic and social cohesion in the
Single European Act of 1986 and with
the explicit focus on a territorial dimen-
sion of European integration policy in
the TEU of 1992. [3] 

As a policy approach embedded in
the implementation of the Structural

Funds – the main tool of EU regional
and cohesion policy – and as an inno-
vative field for experimentation with the
principle of subsidiarity (EC Treaty, Pre-
amble and Article 5, ex 3b), the aim of
enhancing the integration of peripheral
regions and of the internal peripheries
of Europe has become a constitutive ele-
ment of the political-institutional project
of the European Union. [4] 

Nevertheless, the EU approach to
cross-border governance is better under-
stood when it is put on the historical
background of previous European expe-
riences in cross-border co-operation. In
fact, Community programmes may be
seen both as overlapping (and some-
times complementing) previous initia-
tives and as building on lessons from
their experience (Perkmann 1999,
2002; Scott 2000.) Cross-border gov-
ernance in Europe has developed his-
torically in three distinct institutional and
organisational domains:
• local co-operation initiatives (in parti-
cular those developed in North-western
Europe at the German-Dutch-Belgian
border);
• bi- or tri-party intergovernmental
commissions (pioneered by the joint
German-Dutch spatial planning commis-
sion established in the 1960s);
• and, finally, EU-sponsored cross-bor-
der initiatives and co-operation pro-
grammes, first introduced in 1990 with
the creation of the Interreg Community
Initiative under Article 10 of ERDF regu-
lations. [5]

In the historical development of cross-
border governance, EU initiatives have
played a crucial role in introducing a
transition from transient, instrumental
governance arrangements to a progres-
sive institutionalisation of experiences. 

To a large extent, the EU approach to
cross-border governance has developed
on the basis of previous experience
gained with the Eu(ro)regio model,
based on the conduct of formal co-oper-
ation initiatives among local govern-
ments involving the constitution of for-
mal institutional structures. In the course
of time, the model of a local institution-
alisation of cross-border co-operation
has proved difficult for three related rea-
sons: 
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• often, co-operation according to this
model has forced local states to assume
responsibilities and perform tasks and
activities typically carried out by central
states, highlighting a lack of organisa-
tional and institutional capacity;
• moreover, at least until the Madrid
agreement of 1980, which defined a
framework for public-law forms of co-

operation in Europe, locality-driven co-
operation initiatives have been largely
constrained by the persistence of distinct
national formal-juridical frameworks;
• accordingly, the solution to such pro-
blems has often been the constitution of
“twin associations” on each side of the
border, adapting to the respective for-
mal-juridical framework.

With the introduction of Interreg pro-
grammes in 1990 – in the framework of
Community Initiatives promoted by the
European Commission as part of the im-
plementation of the Structural Funds –
and with their evolution and extension
in scope and approach, [6] the EU has
progressively developed what has 
been defined as a strategy of multi-level
institutionalisation (Scott 1999): an ap-
proach aimed at facilitating vertical as
well as horizontal intergovernmental co-
ordination at different levels. Interreg-
related governance structures introduce
a strong vertical line of relationships, 
involving almost all levels of territorial
government (from national to sub-
national and local) and embedded in
the principles ruling the implementation
of regional development programmes
supported by the Structural Funds – in
particular, the principles of partnership
and complementation, which introduce
a horizontal, civil society, and private
sector-oriented dimension to subsidiar-
ity. Within this multi-level approach, di-
rect interregional linkages in establish-
ing initiatives are emerging, while na-
tion-states maintain an important medi-
ating and gatekeeping role in cross-bor-
der co-operation. [7] 

Unquestionably, the multi-level and
multi-dimensional approach of EU pro-
grammes to the “enabling” of cross-bor-
der governance initiatives points toward
a path to an institutionalisation respect-
ful of differences. [8] In the face of its
stated aims and ambitions, however,
stand diffuse difficulties and constraints
in their implementation. Cross-border
studies have pointed to several critical
aspects emerging from a decade of EU-
supported programmes, so as to justify
rather sombre assessments of their role
as laboratories of European integration
(Kramsch, forthc.). While significant
achievements have been obtained –
e.g. in enhancing closer inter-firm co-
operation (Hassink et al. 1995; van
Houtum 1998), in joint sectoral plan-
ning efforts (e.g. Bucken-Knapp and
Schack 2001), and even in certain
cases in political innovation, with the es-
tablishment of cross-border joint struc-
tures of representative democracy
(Kramsch 2001) – actual cross-border
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initiatives appear in many cases to con-
sist of relatively thin and loosely related
policy measures, only partially capable
of addressing the EU’s aim of cohesion
(Scott 1999). Among the factors that
may be mentioned in this regard are: 
• a diffuse public-sector dominance in
the conduct of cross-border affairs;
• the role played by administrative
complexity and bureaucratic redun-
dancy;
• the persistent dependence of local
co-operation on exogenous incentives
(both material and political).

While these factors may to a certain
extent be referred to as youth diseases,
such as the lack of local experience or
the novelty of the tasks involved, further
questions arise from consolidated expe-
riences, which specifically point to more
structural governance issues.  

A first observation concerns the role
of discrepancies in local autonomy that
may still be found within Eu(ro)regios,
depending on the prevalence of differ-
ent patterns of state-periphery relation-
ships. These may very much hamper ini-
tiatives, as different formal-legal systems
endow actors with different competen-

cies and incentive structures for co-oper-
ative action. The dimension of interna-
tional relations may still play an impor-
tant role in overcoming such constraints,
as well as the dependence on national
competencies in key sectors of policy
and regulation. A further constraint,
however, may be introduced by incon-
sistencies between internal patterns of
cohesion and the overlapping of ratio-
nales from other programmes. Paradox-
ically, for instance, dependence on na-
tional state authority and inputs within
Interreg programmes may hamper the
effectiveness of established practices of
cross-border co-operation, such as in the
case of Eu(ro)regios (Heddebaut 2001). 

In some cases, the response to such
problems has been an attempt at politi-
cisation of cross-border regional coun-
cils with the adoption of forms of cross-
border parliamentary democracy – such
as the transformation of the Eurore-
gional Council Maas-Rhein into a bi-
cameral assembly respectively compris-
ing political and non-governmental rep-
resentatives – and the shift from private-
law based management structures with
limited consultative functions in compar-

ison with member states and the EU, to
bodies based on public-law statutes
(Kramsch 2001, forthc.). 

Significantly, some of these experi-
ences seem to reproduce, at a smaller
scale, questions pertaining to more gen-
eral dilemmas in re-constructing the le-
gitimacy of European politics (e.g.
Scharpf 1999; Schmitter 2000). In the
first place, even in consolidated cross-
border governance contexts, a question
arises concerning their democratic ac-
countability. This issue relates to the
problematic nature of representation in
cross-border regions. Furthermore, far
from being a mere question of formal
democratic institutions, the question of
democratic accountability points to the
constraints on the development of a po-
litical culture, and of corresponding po-
litical practices, authentically represen-
tative of a cross-border domain of pol-
icy-making. This issue would imply, for
instance, the development of political-
electoral commitments with policy prob-
lems referred to a joint cross-border po-
litical sphere, rather than split though
the multiple and possibly competing
commitments of separated political
spheres (as represented, for example,
by dependence on local and/or re-
gional-national constituencies as well as
by regional-national party affiliation).
This latter aspect seems crucial, in par-
ticular, for the development of a real
public domain of cross-border politics
and, eventually, for the emergence of
significant forms of socio-political identi-
fication with cross-border entities. To a
certain degree, the issue amounts to the
difficult question of how a cross-border
polity may arise that is specifically con-
noted, but not distinct from the dimen-
sion of local politics, being instead ca-
pable of encompassing local politics
within its arguments. 

Not surprisingly, hence, a wide range
of situations – between the two extremes
of the dominance of existing administra-
tive rationales and the constitution of
new policy arenas – may be found
within the actual diversity in patterns of
institutionalisation of cross-border initia-
tives (e.g. Ratti and Reichman 1993;
Schmitt-Egner 2000). [9] All in all, the
picture that emerges points to the chal-
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lenges to existing institutional-organisa-
tional forms, policies, processes and
methods, and to the need for specific ex-
perimentation. What can generally be
identified, nevertheless, is the complex
entanglement of two factors that seem to
challenge the likeliness of prospects of
institutional convergence: 
• the high context sensitivity of initia-
tives in cross-border governance;
• the importance of the positioning of
cross-border initiatives within broader
multi-level governance settings.

The prospects of local rooting and in-
stitutionalisation of cross-border gov-
ernance initiatives are necessarily influ-
enced by their relations with develop-
ments in other policy spaces, but are not
separable from the development of an
own socio-political dynamic, based on
the mobilisation of local forms of prefer-
ence and strategy formation.

As a consequence, in ideal-typical
terms, two important considerations
emerge with regard to the prospects of
cross-border governance initiatives be-
coming effective policy spaces:
• the importance of their being embed-
ded into broader multi-level patterns of
relationships, from which they can de-
rive formal (input-oriented) legitimisa-
tion and sustained political-institutional
support; 
• but also: the importance of their link-
age with local normal practices, from
which they can obtain substantive (out-
put-oriented) legitimisation and the sour-
ces for a rooting in local forms of socio-
political identification.

From these considerations, the chal-
lenge represented for cross-border gov-
ernance by the need for institutional ex-
perimentation becomes even more evi-
dent.

3.2 Cross-border Governance as an
Institutional Challenge
The nature of the institutional challenges
that arise from a strategy of multi-level
institutionalisation is well reflected in the
interpretations of the nature of the Euro-
pean integration process proposed by
multi-level governance scholars. In con-
trast to state-centric interpretations, the
originality of the EU as a political-institu-
tional construct is viewed in its being

characterised as “a single, territorially
diverse polity encompassing sub-na-
tional, national, and supranational ac-
tors who pursue their goals across multi-
ple arenas.” European integration, ac-
cordingly, may be conceived as “a
polity-creating process” (Hooghe and
Marks 2001a, 124), which actively
contributes to reshaping arenas, actors
and practices of territorial governance
across multiple levels.

Clearly, such an interpretation implies
a relativisation of territorial jurisdictions
as given policy arenas situated at estab-
lished scales of political competencies.
It is therefore not by chance that, more
recently, multi-level governance studies
have differentiated their approach to
cover more general shifts in governing
activity in jurisdictional as well as non-
jurisdictional domains. Its classic ques-
tion – the extent to which authority for a
particular territory is being dispersed
across multiple jurisdictions – has thus
been extended to capture variation
along further “horizontal” as well as
“vertical” dimensions, such as: 
• the extent to which decision-making
has shifted away from formal authorita-
tive institutions to public-private net-
works;
• the change in relationship between
jurisdictional territories (e.g. mutually
exclusivity or overlapping);
• the change in their scope and pur-
pose (e.g. specialised or general pur-
pose);
• the change in their statute and nature
(e.g. stable or fluctuating). [10]

It is particularly interesting to point to

the embeddedness of cross-border gov-
ernance in broader dynamics of change
in territorial governance affecting the
features of the spatial dimension of
cities and regions and of their nexus
with territorial jurisdictions. In this
sense, institutionalised initiatives in
cross-border governance may be seen
as part of a growing array of experi-
ences developing at a cross-border (na-
tional/international, involving border-
ing municipalities, regions or states)
and trans-national level (involving net-
works of non-bordering municipalities,
regions and states) with highly different
levels of institutionalisation. 

The question of whether or not this
supports hypotheses such as that of an
emerging neo-medieval political pattern
of overlapping territorial jurisdictions,
with different degrees of power and au-
thority reflecting the emergence of a Eu-
ropean multi-level polity, stresses the
linkage of cross-border governance with
the broader process of the rescaling of
governance, which exhibits construc-
tivist and strategically selective dimen-
sions, as well as a dimension of institu-
tional experimentation. 

4 The Symbolic-cognitive
Dimension
As a phenomenon that points to con-
crete practices in the relativisation of
scale and borders, activism in cross-bor-
der governance raises the question of
whether we are facing a secular decline
in the significance of borders and terri-
toriality (e.g. Ruggie 1993). This ques-
tion becomes ever more intriguing as
new trajectories of institutionalisation
emerge in cross-border regions – on
their part merging into broader institu-
tionalisation processes – which para-
doxically seem to point in the opposite
direction. Do processes of multi-level in-
stitutionalisation in Europe multiply inter-
nal and softer, if less material, European
borders? 

Cross-border governance faces rela-
tivisation of borders in a dual, ambigu-
ous way. We may observe this, on the
one hand, in the nature of the differ-
ences that borders establish: in the fact
that borders never create and define dif-
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Fig. 5: Shaping a common image for cross-
border regions: examples from the Belgian-
Dutch-German border.



ferences in a clear, unambiguous or un-
contested way. On the other hand, we
may observe this in the fact that cross-
border governance deals with the differ-
ences that borders create and define in
a selective way. Borders, hence, rather
than being eliminated through the blur-
ring of their material or formal attrib-
utes, are changing in meaning, and are
being shifted and rebuilt as new inter-
nal, cross-cutting and overlapping bor-
ders.

In any historical community, the signif-
icance of borders depends on the mean-
ing of territoriality as an organising
principle of social, economic and politi-
cal life (e.g. Anderson and O’Dowd
1999). In an integrating Europe, cross-
border regionalism may be viewed as
part of a process of relativisation of
scale, of which the most notable mani-
festation is the constitution of a geogra-
phy of overlapping, experimental and
often unstable territorial domains of gov-
ernance and regulation. Cross-border
governance appears as a result of
processes of strategic selectivity that re-
define the meaning of borders as histor-
ically determined institutional and socio-
political constructs. Accordingly, the im-
age of territoriality that supports gov-
ernance initiatives in cross-border re-
gions is a carrier of a political project.
Visioning and sense-making become
components of institution building prac-
tices, and the emergence of cross-bor-
der governance exhibits the practices 
of “inventing communities” (Anderson
1991) and “projecting spaces” (Liepitz
1994), as well as an increased impor-
tance of the politics of identity (Jessop
2000).

The self-deceiving and quasi natural
character of territorial identity – not only
as a community of interests, but quasi as
a community of destiny – is thus another
major challenge facing the institutionali-
sation of governance across borders. A
sense of community might be seen as a
precondition for cross-border regional-
ism. But the sense of a territorial com-
munity is anything but a “track” (Bag-
nasco 1999) or – at best – an ideal ref-
erence for establishing concrete forms
of collective action and stable patterns
of governance. A region as a field of

forces, in this sense, is just an imagined
community, and needs to be seen in
light of the processes of its social con-
struction.

This dimension of social construction
is what geographers such as A. Paasi
refer to when they talk about the institu-
tionalisation of a region: a process that
entails the establishment of a territorial
unit in a spatial hierarchy of territorial
consciousness, i.e. in the structures of in-
habitants expectations (Paasi 1986; see
also 1999, 2001). A region may as-
sume the meaning of a common frame
of knowledge and beliefs around past
and future action, about the legitimate
place of a political community in the
world, and about its potential for em-
powerment and initiative. All of this en-
tails the evocation of images and cul-
tural symbols. But their contribution to a
regional identity may be effective only if
the economic, political, legal, cultural,
etc. institutions of local society actively
contribute to the reproduction of a re-
gional consciousness.

This clearly represents a major chal-
lenge for the future of cross-border re-
gions developing in a space comprised
of open, informal and loosely-coupled
forms of co-ordination and co-opera-
tion, as well as for the building of an in-
terconnected and increasingly institu-
tionalised European multi-level polity. 

Notes

[1] Anderson and O’Dowd (1999), for in-
stance, list distinct kinds of relationships
through which a territorial entity may express
its difference with regard to its environment:
– with other regions in the same state;
– with its central state institutions;
– with the contiguous regions of the neigh-
bouring state(s);
– with its other regions;
– with its central state institutions;
– within a wider context of state relation-
ships and trans-national forms of gov-
ernance.

Each of these differences must be further eval-
uated with regard to specific dimensions of
the relationship established, such as:
– relative economic wealth;
– political power;
– national loyalty(ies);
– cultural identity(ies).
[2] This aspect is certainly enhanced by its
presence in the agenda of EU regional and
cohesion policy, in line with the aim of Com-
munity programmes for border areas (in par-
ticular Interreg III) to complement themselves
and realise a progressive integration with
mainstream channels of intervention such as
the Structural Funds. In the framework of
Community programmes, therefore, cross-
border initiatives may introduce an important
compensation for a still dominant “vertical”
conception of subsidiarity, which favours the
development of intergovernmental linkages
between domestic (national and sub-na-
tional) governments and supranational insti-
tutions, very much to the disadvantage of
weaker local-regional polities.
[3] The TEU (Article 2) defines the role of co-
hesion in the framework of the EU’s mission
as the promotion of “economic and social
progress that is balanced and sustainable, in
particular through the creation of an area
without internal frontiers, through the
strengthening of economic and social cohe-
sion and through the establishment of eco-
nomic and monetary union.”
[4] It is worth mentioning here that – accord-
ing to neo-functionalist views of the European
integration process – the introduction of a
binding territorial dimension in the Treaties
may be seen as a result of a spillover effect of
developments in negative integration, rang-
ing from the removal of internal trade barri-
ers (the creation of the Single European Mar-
ket) to the establishment of a common mone-
tary policy (the European Monetary Union),
and further to the need for a common re-
gional policy and possibly a common spatial
development policy to support it (as is being
addressed, in a tentative way, by the Euro-
pean Spatial Development Perspective and
the attempts to apply it).
[5] In developing these approaches, it is also
necessary to mention the role of intergovern-
mental or associative bodies such as the
Council of Europe and its Conférence Eu-
ropéenne des Ministres pour l’Aménagement
du Territoire (CEMAT) or the Association of
European Border Regions (AEBR).
[6] Notoriously, the Interreg Community Ini-
tiative has gone through significant changes
during its more than ten years of existence.
Broadening in scope and meaning is re-
flected in the extension of its operational
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Fig. 6: Connecting European Regions: the
logo adopted by DG Regional Policy for Inter-
reg III makes use of the symbolism of bridges.



strands throughout its three main stages of
development:
Interreg I (1990–1994): 

The Interreg Community Initiative, launched
by the European Commission in 1990, was
intended to prepare border areas for a Com-
munity without internal frontiers. The aim of
the Regen Initiative launched in the same
year was to help fill in some of the missing
links in the trans-European networks for trans-
port and energy distribution in the Objective
1 regions. 
Interreg II (1994–1999):

Interreg II extended the approach of Interreg
I and Regen to three distinct strands (with a
total budget allocation of ECU 3,519 million
(in 1996 prices), of which ECU 2,613 million
were targeted to Objective 1 and 6 regions
overall): 
– Interreg II A (1994–1999): cross-border
co-operation;
– Interreg II B (1994–1999): completion of
energy networks;
– Interreg II C (1997–1999): co-operation in
the area of regional planning, in particular in
the management of water resources.
Interreg III (2000–2006):

Interreg III consists of 3 strands endowed with
a total budget of 4,875 billion euro (in 1999
prices):
– Interreg III A: cross-border co-operation
(50–80%) between adjacent regions aimed
at developing cross-border social and eco-
nomic centres through common development
strategies;
– Interreg III B: trans-national co-operation
(14–44%) between national, regional and lo-
cal authorities aimed at promoting better in-
tegration within the Union through the forma-
tion of large groups of European regions;
– Interreg III C: interregional co-operation
(6%), aimed at improving the effectiveness of
regional development policies and instru-
ments through large-scale information ex-
change, networking and sharing of experi-
ence. 
[7] This multi-level institutionalisation strategy
is expressed by the multidimensional princi-
ples that establish connections between the
different strands of Interreg III and other ar-
eas of EU policy:
– convergent strategy formation and pro-
gramming at cross-border and trans-national
levels (including the possibility of admission
of single-state initiatives if proven to have
trans-national effects);
– extension of partnerships and bottom-up
approaches;
– compatibility with mainstream interven-
tions of the Structural Funds;
– integration within Europe-wide strategic

spatial frameworks (in particular the ESDP);
– strengthening of an integrated approach
in implementing Community Initiatives
(thanks to mutual substitutability rules be-
tween funds);
– co-ordination between Interreg and EU
pre-accession funds and programmes for
candidate EU Member countries.
[8] In addition, it should of course be men-
tioned that since the late 1990s, Community
programmes have increasingly been ad-
dressing issues concerning the major internal
“fault line” prospectively represented by the
borders with Eastern European candidate
countries: e.g. through the extension of eligi-
bility for Interreg III B and C programmes to
pre-accession countries, in addition to the
provision of specific Community programmes
such as the Phare Cross-Border Co-operation
programme, as a counterpart to Interreg in
cross-border regions involving eastern candi-
date countries.
[9] This is particularly apparent in the case of
trans-national co-operation, in which consoli-
dated models are less available and national
political cultures relatively more influent. Janin-
Rivolin (2000), for example, recognises three
distinct patterns of co-operation within Interreg
II C programmes (with variations between a
more mono- or multi-thematic focus):
– traditional: Interreg II C as a means for ad-
dressing traditional issues of spatial planning;
– instrumental: Interreg II C as a co-opera-
tive framework in spatial planning covering
more general policies;
– innovative: Interreg II C as a tool targeted
to integrated strategic development.
Evaluations of the first experiences within the
framework of Community Initiatives (Interreg
II C) have furthermore shown the persistence
of clear geographical divides in both organi-
sational and substantial terms. The presence
of a distinct southern versus a northern model
may be identified – in formal-organisational
terms – in the dominance of relationships typ-
ical of international diplomacy versus part-
nership-based steering and management
modes, and – in substantive terms – in the
prevalence in the former of distinctive fea-
tures such as a tendency towards reproduc-
tion of existing elites within Community pro-
grammes rather than innovation of relational
settings, a dominant proceduralist attitude in
evaluating projects, a prevalence of regional
distribution over territorial relevance criteria
in the allocation of resources, and a diffuse
lack of attitudes towards active implementa-
tion. 
[10] Accordingly, the notion of multi-level
governance has been tentatively extended to
encompass two categories: 

– the former related to phenomena of dis-
persion of authority to a limited number of
non-overlapping jurisdictions at a limited
number of territorial levels, redefining author-
ity in relatively large and stable “gov-
ernance” packages;
– the latter encompassing a more “lean and
flexible […] complex and fluid patchwork of
innumerable, overlapping jurisdictions” be-
ing re-organised and, occasionally, weakly
institutionalised in the form of new function-
ally specific jurisdictions, according to spe-
cific demands for governance (Hooghe and
Marks 2001b).
Relevant examples which may be brought for
the second category of multi-level gov-
ernance are:
– trans-national jurisdictions in cross-border
conurbations in Europe (characterised by ad
hoc, problem driven co-ordination through
exchange programs and partnerships, with
loose forms of institutionalisation, including
routine meetings of regional government
leaders and associations);
– institutionalised frontier governance such
as between Belgium, Germany, and the
Netherlands, according to the model of trans-
national associations (e.g. Eu[ro]regio) con-
necting public and private actors at multiple
levels through collaborative arrangements
mediated by regional brokerage;
– governance settings supported by the Eu-
ropean Commission, such as those provided
by the Interreg Community Initiative, aimed
at facilitating co-operation across the Euro-
pean Union’s internal and external borders
along functionally specific institutional set-
tings, overlapping sub-national jurisdictions,
and even across non-contiguous territories;
– interactional settings between local gov-
ernments and community associations (func-
tional, overlapping and competitive jurisdic-
tions, or special districts that complement or
compete with traditional, multi-task local gov-
ernments, featuring variable territorial
boundaries, specialised tasks, varying forms
of territorial boundaries and conditions for
membership, and self-management, with an
arbitrating or facilitating role for local poli-
ties).
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