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STRENGTHENING THE EU URBAN DIMENSION FOR  
ECONOMIC GROWTH IN EUROPE 

 
 

Urban development has always been a topical issue in cohesion policy; nevertheless 

discussions on urban development trends and the role of cities in economic, social and 

cultural development have, so far, been irregular. In previous years, while preparing 

for the 2014-2020 programming period, and responding to the economic crisis, 

discussions on the role of cities in long-term economic development have increased. 

Cities are increasingly being considered as significant innovation and growth 

promoters. 

More and more people choose to live in urban areas due to their higher potential for 

growth.1 An ESPON study on small and medium sized cities pointed to the fact that it 

is often neglected that most of the EU population still live in ‘smaller’ urban 

settlements.2 These areas are also different from larger cities in terms of the labour 

market and economic activities. Often these and other characteristics of small and 

medium sized cities remain neglected and unused in EU and national level policies. 

Population growth in European cities makes it necessary to improve the EU's urban 

development policy and to facilitate the co-ordination and coherence of various EU 

policies towards more sustainable urban development in the long run. It is essential to 

build an integrated development model to avoid the concentration of resources in 

certain areas and to establish a more balanced territorial development model. 

The development of EU Urban agenda is one of the EU's initiatives aimed at enhancing 

and integrating the urban dimension in European and national policies. It emphasizes 

the importance of the territorial development potential of urban areas of all sizes, 

including small and medium sized cities, towards achieving common Cohesion policy 

goals. The Urban Agenda is being slowly integrated into the European policies. During 

the Latvian Presidency of the EU Council a Declaration towards the EU Urban agenda 

(Riga Declaration)3 was developed and agreed. It calls for better cooperation between 

the EU institutions and other Member States at national, regional and local level. The 

                                                           
1 Between 1950 and 2014 the population of European cities has increased from 50.5% to 72% of the entire population. It is 
projected that by 2030 the city's population could rise to 78%. Source: United Nations, World urbanization prospects, The 2005 
Revision working paper NO ESA/P/WP/200. 
2 Servillo L., Atkinson R., Smith I., Russo A., Sýkora L., Demazière C., Hamdouch A. (2014) TOWN, small and medium sized 
towns in their functional territorial context, Final Report, Espon, Luxembourg. 
3 Declaration of Ministers towards the EU Urban Agenda. Informal Meeting of EU Ministers Responsible for Territorial Cohesion 
and Urban Matters. Riga, 10 June 2015. Available at: https://eu2015.lv/images/news/2015_06_10_EUurbanDeclaration.pdf 
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Riga Declaration clearly points out the need to acknowledge the importance of small 

and mediums sized cities, something which has been the priority of the Latvian 

Presidency.  It mentions the key elements to be considered in further work on EU 

Urban Agenda during the Luxembourg and Dutch Presidencies. Among them are the 

following elements: 

• Recognition of the diversity of urban areas; 

• Recognition of the role of small and medium-sized urban areas in regional 
development; 

• The need to enhance the urban dimension of European policies. 

Also the report on the urban dimension of EU policies highlights the importance of a 

well-coordinated, integrated and a place-based approach.4  Further efforts are needed 

to facilitate the earlier involvement of cities in policy making and to better coordinate 

urban dimension issues at EU level across different services.  

The implementation of the New Urban Agenda, once it is developed and agreed, will 

have a strong ambition to address long-standing issues of socioeconomic 

development, however it might also create some new forms of inequity. Therefore good 

governance and the rule of law will be very important for a more sustainable, smart 

and inclusive urban development. 

                                                           
4 Committee on Regional Development. Report on the urban dimension of EU policies (2014/2213(INI). 25 June 2015 


