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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
ARMAND MONNEY 
 
Federal Office for Spatial Development ARE 
Switzerland's representative on the ESPON Monitoring Committee 
 
 
 
This report "Switzerland and the European Spatial Planning Observation Network 
(ESPON) – key findings and initial conclusions for spatial development policy" summa-
rises the most important findings of 15 final reports on projects launched by the ESPON 
programme and analyses them from the point of view of Switzerland. 
 
This gives a good idea of Switzerland's position with regard to spatial development in 
Europe, the current and future developments shaping European space, and the spatial 
changes in Europe, which affect Switzerland, the most. The ESPON programme provides 
the first comprehensive picture of Europe and its population, traffic, and spatial devel-
opment. Switzerland is not left out of this scenario but is an active participant in it. 
 
The merit of the ESPON programme lies in its overview of the European spatial develop-
ment framework and the formulation of findings that also serve as an essential and in-
dispensable foundation for Switzerland's spatial development policy. Switzerland can only 
benefit from its participation in the ESPON programme. 
 
Now that an initial interim balance sheet is being drawn up of the ESPON programme 
from a Swiss point of view, it must be kept in mind that Switzerland was only invited to 
collaborate on the programme after the fact, after the programme goals and individual 
projects had already been defined. Therefore Switzerland had no influence on the pro-
gramme structure. Swiss research institutes were only considered for projects in later 
rounds, and then often only as "external partners". This also means that while many pro-
jects analysed the situation in Switzerland, most did so without consulting Swiss special-
ists. As a result, the final reports on the projects that have been finalised to date contain 
evident mistakes. In many cases the lack of Swiss data resulted in the fact that many ini-
tial final reports ignored Switzerland or oversimplified the situation in Switzerland, par-
ticularly from the point of view of the NUTS 3 (cantonal) level.  
 
On the other hand, Switzerland’s subsequent participation in ESPON has enabled it to 
correct a number of serious mistakes and fill many gaps where possible. If Switzerland 
were not a member, this "official" route (via the Monitoring Committee and the ESPON 
contact point) would not have been available. The number of "mistakes" in the report 
(with regard to Switzerland) would then have been much greater. Owing to the tight 
publication schedule for the "Third report on economic and social cohesion", which in-
cluded the first findings of the ESPON programme, the European Commission put pres-
sure on ESPON's managing bodies to instruct the international project working groups to 
deliver results on short notice. This enormous time pressure often meant that it was not 
possible to check the validity of the methods used, consolidate the selected indicators, 
and identify misleading conclusions.  
 
As mentioned above, the ESPON project reports that have been published to date and 
are available on the Internet (www.espon.lu) still contain various inaccuracies and errors, 
and not only from the point of view of Switzerland. The reports have not been validated 
by the ESPON member states represented on the Monitoring Committee, nor was such a 
procedure planned. In this sense the results are not "definitive". Switzerland can there-
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fore not yet draw any precise and final conclusions from the ESPON programme. This re-
port nonetheless achieves success as an initial interim balance sheet, although it will cer-
tainly need to be revised in-depth after the end of the ESPON programme (end of 2006). 
 
Despite all provisos it must be emphasised that ESPON is a pioneering programme and 
the first attempt to establish a spatial observation network at the European level. This is 
an indispensable tool in the sustainable and balanced spatial development of European 
territory. 
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1  BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE ESPON PROGRAMME 
 
ESPON (European Spatial Planning Observation Network) is a programme that was 
launched in 2002 as part of the EU Community initiative INTERREG III. The programme 
aims to establish a permanent system to observe the spatial development of European 
territory. Additionally, it is intended to promote cooperation between EU Member States, 
the European Commission, research institutes, and the agencies responsible for spatial 
development, while at the same time exploiting existing synergies among them.  
 
ESPON's research focuses on the EU, which was enlarged by ten Member States in 2004 
and now comprises 25 countries (EU-25). With a view to the next enlargement round, 
most of the ESPON projects now also include Romania and Bulgaria (EU-27). Given their 
close ties with EU countries, the non-EU countries Norway and Switzerland are also in-
volved in the projects (EU-27+2). 
 
ESPON is guided by the objectives formulated by the European Spatial Development 
Concept (ESDP) in 1999, which include an evenly balanced spatial development concept 
that will surmount spatial disparities, promote polycentric development, fulfil the objec-
tives of the Lisbon agenda as revised in 2005 to improve regional competitiveness and 
access to markets and know-how, and more effectively manage natural and cultural re-
sources. An additional important goal is to further cohesion between the old and new EU 
Member States. 
 
ESPON extends over a period of five years (2002-2006). The budget amounts to EUR 12 
million, half of which is covered by the EU structural funds. The Grand Duchy of Luxem-
bourg has been appointed as the Managing Authority of the project, while overall project 
management is the responsibility of a Monitoring Committee consisting of the EU coun-
tries, the Commission, and other countries that (like Switzerland) have also joined the 
ESPON programme. 
 
ESPON's main research objectives are as follows:  
 
1. To consolidate feasibility indicators in the light of new developments in information 

and communication technology 

2. To gain an understanding of polycentric trends by developing indicators at the EU 
level for the purpose of identifying areas with a high level of regional integration and 
potential development zones and define indicators for the purpose of characterising 
the territorial structure of regional or intraregional spatial units (polycentric or non-
polycentric) 

3. To develop indicators for the purpose of measuring environmental impact and define a 
list of areas/places exposed to natural and technological hazards 

4. To define urban areas and their role within the greater spatial structure 

5. To work out a methodology for evaluating the spatial impact of sectoral policies (EU 
and national level) and major infrastructure projects, giving special consideration to a 
methodology for simulating the impact of new transport, energy, and telecommu-
nication structures 

6. To introduce and develop new methods of compiling spatial information. 
 
The ESPON programme allocated a total of 30 projects in various different "rounds": 

• Round 1 (starting in spring 2002) 
• Round 2 (starting in summer 2002) 
• Round 3 (starting at the end of 2002) 
• Round 4 (starting at the end of 2003) 
• Round 5 (starting in summer 2004) 
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• Round 6 (starting at the end of 2004) 
• Round 7 (starting at the beginning of 2005) 
• Round 8 (starting in mid-2005) 

 
A distinction is drawn between the following types of ESPON projects: 

• "Thematic projects" focus on spatial trends (e.g. population, traffic and agglo-
meration development) 

• "Policy impact projects" analyse the impact of EU policies on the use of space 
(e.g. EU structural fund, transport policy, joint agricultural policy)  

• "Co-ordinating cross-thematic projects" synthesise the results of other projects, 
putting them into a broader context, and coordinate the harmonisation of the 
ESPON programme 

• "Studies and scientific support projects" are smaller projects which close any gaps 
identified during the ESPON programme or take an in-depth look at particularly 
important issues.  

 
 

2 SWITZERLAND'S INVOLVEMENT IN THE ESPON 
PROGRAMME 

 
The EU Member States and the European Commission also opened the programme to EU 
candidate countries and neighbours, in particular Norway and Switzerland. The formali-
ties and Switzerland's financial participation were set out in a mutual agreement between 
the Managing Authority of ESPON and the Federal Office for Spatial Development (ARE). 
 
As the programme was already under way when Switzerland was allowed to join, there-
fore putting Swiss researchers at a disadvantage, special arrangements were made for 
Swiss partners to participate in ongoing round 1 and 2 projects as "observers" or "asso-
ciated partners". Around 15% of Switzerland's ESPON contribution is used to finance 
these Swiss partners. Switzerland paid a contribution of EUR 350,000 for its ESPON 
membership from 2002 to 2006, equalling around EUR 70,000 per year. Switzerland is 
subject to the same rules as all other ESPON countries for all projects from round 3 on-
wards, i.e. free competition when applying for projects, and is therefore not guaranteed 
participation. If a Swiss partner is part of a successful project team (as project partner or 
even as lead partner), it is financed directly from the programme's budget. 
 
Switzerland's involvement in the ESPON programme enables local research institutes to 
participate in ESPON projects. This has a number of advantages. Researchers can ex-
change know-how on relevant spatial issues on the European continent with their Euro-
pean colleagues and together analyse the spatial challenges of the future at the Euro-
pean level. Switzerland can also bring its own standpoint or perspective to the topic in 
question, one result of which is that specific and accurate information on Switzerland is 
incorporated into the projects. The results of the various ESPON projects are also rele-
vant to Switzerland's spatial development. They can be put to the best possible use and 
drawn upon in the course of current discussions. 
ESPON also provides an international spatial development network that will remain in 
place beyond 20061, the provisional end of the ESPON programme, facilitating valuable 
contact among experts in the field of spatial development. In particular, the country's ac-
tive involvement has ensured that Swiss data is included in the analyses. Consequently, 
many spatial development indicators can now, for the first time, be compared interna-
tionally on a large scale. In other words, Switzerland will form part of the overall picture 

                                                 
1 Given the informal agreement of the Conference of EU Ministers responsible for spatial develop-
ment, the success of ESPON I and the need for further in-depth research, it is very probable that 
ESPON will be continued as ESPON II as from 2007. 
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on maps produced from the research results, rather than appearing as a grey or white 
area ("no data available") as has often been the case. 
 
In 2005, Switzerland is participating in the ESPON programme as follows:  
 

Key 
TP: Thematic project 
PIP: Policy impact project 
CCP: Co-ordinating cross-thematic project 
SSP: Scientific support project 

 
Round Project 

no. 
Project name Project du-

ration 
Type of 
project 

Swiss 
participation 

1.1.1 Polycentricity 2002-04 TP ETH Zurich 
1.1.2 Urban-rural 2002-04 TP – 
1.2.1 Transport trends 2002-04 TP – 
1.2.2 Telecom trends 2002-04 TP – 
2.1.1 Transport policy impact 2002-04 PIP ARE 
2.1.2 Research & development 

policy impact 
2002-04 PIP – 

2.1.3 Common Agricultural Pol-
icy (CAP) impact 

2002-04 PIP – 

2.2.3 Urban in structural funds 2002-04 PIP – 

1 

3.1 Co-ordination 2002-04 CCP – 
1.1.3 Enlargement and polycen-

tricity 
2002-06 TP Université de 

Neuchâtel 
1.1.4 Demographic trends 2002-05 TP – 
1.3.1 Natural hazards 2002-04 TP – 
1.3.2 Natural heritage 2002-04 TP – 
2.1.4 Energy 2003-04 TP – 
2.2.1 Structural funds impact 2002-05 PIP – 

2 
and 
3 

2.2.2 Enlargement, Acquis, Pre-
aid, PHARE/TACIS 

2003-05 PIP – 

4 
3.2 Spatial scenarios and ori-

entations 
2002-06 CCP EPF 

Lausanne, 
ETH Zurich 

2.3.1 The ESDP in the Member 
States 

2004-06 PIP ETH Zurich 

5 2.3.2 Governance of territorial 
and urban policies from EU 
to local level 

2004-06 PIP ETH Zurich 

1.3.3 Cultural heritage and iden-
tity 

2004-06 TP – 

2.1.5 Fisheries 2004-06 PIP – 
3.3 Lisbon strategy 2004-06 CCP – 
2.4.2 Integrated analysis of 

transnational and national 
territories 

2004-05 CCP – 
6 

3.4.1 Europe in the world 2005-06 CCP ETH Zurich 
1.2.3 Aspects of the information 

society 
2005-06 TP – 

1.4.1 Small and medium-sized 
towns 

2005-06 Study – 

7 

3.4.2 Economy 2005-06 CCP – 
8 1.4.2 Social aspects of EU terri- 2005-06 Study – 
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torial development 
2.4.1 Environment 2005-06 PIP – 
3.4.3 Modifiable Areas Unit 

Problem (NUTS) 
2005-06 SSP – 

 
 
Three years after the launch of ESPON the final reports on 15 projects from rounds 1 to 3 
are now available. This report analyses the contents of these documents and comments 
on the significance of the results contained in these reports for Switzerland: in particular, 
which future spatial developments in the enlarged EU will have an impact on Switzerland, 
what action needs to be taken by the Confederation (Swiss spatial development policy) 
and by researchers, including the demands to be faced by Swiss statistical experts. To 
this end, all available final reports on ESPON projects have been evaluated in accordance 
with the same criteria (see Appendix) and are summarised in the main section of this re-
port. Statements on the need for action are based on a description and evaluation of the 
policy recommendations presented by the ESPON project members. However, these rec-
ommendations are given less attention here than the analysis of spatial developments 
and the impact of EU sectoral policies on the use of space. Firstly, it was not part of the 
ESPON projects' original mandate to formulate policy recommendations and, secondly, 
these proposals can be quite problematic if they originate from the restricted viewpoint of 
sectoral analyses of spatial development. A summary of the policy recommendations can 
be made, however, but a discussion of the results and decisions on any required action 
must be left to the political decision makers. 
 
 
 

3 SUMMARY OF THE ANALYSES AND KEY POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE FINAL REPORTS IN THE 
ESPON PROGRAMME 

 
To simplify comparison, the following synthesis of the most important findings of the 
available ESPON final reports from the point of view of Switzerland essentially follows the 
document structure of the ESPON Synthesis Report II: "In search of territorial potentials 
– Midterm results by spring 2005". 
 
The Appendix contains a detailed evaluation of the final reports on the individual ESPON 
projects. The English versions of the original final reports and the interim reports on the 
ESPON projects not discussed here can be accessed and downloaded at www.espon.lu. 
 
 
 
3.1  Europe-wide developments that affect Switzerland 
 
3.1.1 Demographic trends and migration 
 
Future demographic development is one of the biggest challenges facing Europe, as it will 
have a direct impact on the number and proportion of people who are gainfully employed 
and will thus affect both the economic competitiveness and spatial cohesion of the conti-
nent. These aspects were studied in ESPON 1.1.4 "Demographic trends". 
 
Natural population growth is determined by the difference between the number of births 
and deaths. Birth rates depend on the age structure of the population (number of women 
of childbearing age) as well as age-specific behaviours and values. The slow erosion of 
the idea of the core family as a result of social individualisation and the increasing need 
and desire of women to participate in the extremely competitive labour market are caus-
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ing fertility rates to fall across Europe. The fertility rate is now less than the required rate 
of reproduction, which means that population figures are in decline and the population is 
ageing. The imbalance between senior citizens and those of working age will continue to 
increase in the long term and threatens the survival of existing social systems. An impor-
tant indicator in this regard is the percentage of children (0 to 14 years) in the total 
population. In large regions (NUTS 2 level)2 of the EU-27+2 this percentage averages 
17.2%. The lowest percentages (between 10.4% and 14.4%) are harbingers of a serious 
population decline and are found in northern and central Italy, northern Spain, eastern 
Germany, Greece and southern Portugal. Meanwhile, Scandinavia, the British Isles, the 
Baltic, most of France and Poland and Romania all have an above average percentage of 
children. This is also true for most of Switzerland (except Ticino and the Cantons of Zu-
rich, Aargau, and Basel). In spite of the above average percentage of children, the popu-
lation in these regions will still decline by 2050, even if not as strongly as in the regions 
with a lower than average percentage of children. Model simulations run by ESPON 1.1.4 
show that population growth at the NUTS 2 level can be expected only in Ireland, the 
southwestern part of Norway, Paris and its surroundings, and the Artois region in France.  
 
At the NUTS 3 level over the past few years, the natural decline in the population has 
been overlaid by migration gain, which has resulted in population growth in regions with 
plenty of employment opportunities (agglomerations), tourist regions, and regions with a 
pleasant and warm climate targeted by migrating pensioners. Through the migration of 
young people from the countryside to the cities, the population is ageing more quickly in 
the peripheral areas in particular. These young people usually move into the space va-
cated by more affluent families migrating to the outer perimeters of agglomerations 
where the living environment is more pleasant. Overall, it is clear that the population is 
increasingly concentrated in the urban centres and their outskirts, not least because in-
ternational immigrants also tend to settle in the economic centres. The next chapter will 
focus on the impact of depopulation in the rural areas. 
 
We have already mentioned the challenges caused by population decline. ESPON 1.1.4 
draws scenarios that show that Europe will be unable to avoid an enormous decline in 
population in the immediate future if current demographic trends continue and Europe 
does not accept immigrants from other parts of the world. Until the middle of this cen-
tury the EU15 states would lose 80 million people and the ten new countries approxi-
mately 20 million. Norway, Switzerland, Bulgaria, and Romania together would lose an-
other 11 million inhabitants. This would bring Europe's population in 2050 down to less 
than that of 1960. The future economic prosperity of Europe is thus closely linked to im-
migration, a topic that is political dynamite in many countries. So, if the objective is to 
keep the number of people of working age steady in order to secure the future of our so-
cial institutions, ESPON 1.1.4 has calculated that Europe would need approximately one 
million immigrants per year up to 2050. As a result, the consequences of demographic 
trends are likely to continue to fuel intensive debate on immigrant numbers and will also 
raise new questions regarding integration. 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 Since 1981 the European Statistical Office (EUROSTAT) has divided space into five hierarchical 
levels in accordance with the NUTS system (nomenclature des unités territoriales statistiques). The 
lowest level (NUTS 5) usually refers to municipalities. If this system is applied to Switzerland, the 
cantons are on NUTS 3, the districts NUTS 4 and the municipalities NUTS 5. The NUTS 2 level com-
prises the seven large metropolitan regions Région lémanique, Espace Mittelland, Northwestern 
Switzerland, Zurich, Eastern Switzerland, Central Switzerland and Ticino. Switzerland as a country 
is at NUTS 0 and NUTS 1 levels. 
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3.1.2 Europe's urban system and urban-rural relationships 
 
The European urban system is clearly polycentric, but this polycentricity is not equally 
pronounced everywhere. In the past two decades polycentricity has declined in all 
European countries as a result of the strong growth of larger metropolitan areas. This 
trend will continue in the future and will in part also be strengthened by the European 
countries’ transport policies. Polycentricity is a national phenomenon that occurs when a 
spatial system is dominated by several cities on different levels rather than one dominant 
city. Polycentricity as a normative spatial planning concept is the opposite of 
monocentrism. In this capacity it serves as a useful alternative model for the promotion 
of regional development within Europe. ESPON 1.1.1 ("Polycentricity") studies the degree 
of polycentricity in national urban systems by applying the criteria of size, location, and 
connectivity. 
 
The basic elements of the European urban system are the "functional urban areas" 
(FUA), which are characterised by high population density, good accessibility, their func-
tion as centres of public-sector and private-sector decision making, as well as a high de-
gree of functional specialisation. The most important 76 of the more than 1,500 FUAs in 
Europe are called Metropolitan European Growth Areas (MEGAs). These MEGAs are 
mainly located in the European "pentagon", the five points of which are represented by 
London, Hamburg, Munich, Milan, and Paris. 
 
Just as stronger polycentric development is required at the European level, greater re-
gional integration between the FUAs and their surrounding areas is a must. Regional per-
spectives are gaining increasing importance in the wake of European integration and 
globalisation. As the role of (deregulated) markets (including the real estate market) is 
particularly significant at the regional level, the urban-rural relationship must receive 
more attention than it is given even at the national level. Today, in the area studied by 
ESPON, approximately four-fifths of GDP is generated in little more than a fifth of the 
area exposed to strong urban influences. 
 
In large parts of Europe it is no longer possible to differentiate clearly between urban and 
rural areas. Efforts to define "urban" and "rural" automatically lead to a discussion of the 
relationship between the two. The two concepts can be differentiated with the help of 
structural and functional criteria. Structural criteria include, for example, existing pat-
terns of land use, settlement structure, and population distribution. Functional criteria re-
fer to the specific use of the physical environment, such as the various forms of produc-
tion, consumption, and communication. These criteria can be combined to define urban-
rural relationships. New urban-rural relationships are much more complex and dynamic 
than the traditionally simple trade-offs between cities and towns. The urban-rural contin-
uum is marked by visible and invisible flows of people, capital, goods, information, and 
technology between urban and rural areas. 
 
Within the context of an urban-rural continuum, a distinction can be drawn between two 
main dimensions: The degree of urban influence and the degree of human intervention. 
Urban influence is defined by the population density and the status of the dominant ur-
ban centre of a region. Human intervention is measured by the percentages represented 
by the different types of land cover: Artificial surfaces, agricultural areas, and residual 
land cover. 
 
Europe is an example of a territory that is not characterised by one single urban system, 
but rather – as a result of its history of nation states – by many independent sub-
systems. This is why the impact of globalisation on these various urban-rural systems is 
not always the same and why it manifests itself differently depending on the maturity of 
the system in question. In reality, Europe has many different urban systems that have 
developed in the individual countries over time. As a result, polycentricity in its different 
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phases occurs in every urbanisation process in all European countries but to different de-
grees. The degree of urbanisation is lower for almost all countries that experienced in-
dustrialisation early in their history (England, France, Belgium, and also Switzerland). 
 
The growth patterns of urban areas throughout Europe between 1950 and 1975 show 
that the cores of the functional urban areas shrank, regardless of population size and ur-
ban system type. Suburbanisation was particularly strong in countries such as the Neth-
erlands, Sweden, Italy, France, Denmark, and Switzerland. 
 
The faces of the cities have changed markedly over the intermediate years. In the 1950s, 
37% of all European cities were undergoing a phase of urbanisation. In the 1960s and 
early 1970s, the percentage of cities undergoing suburbanisation jumped from 59% to 
84%. In countries such as France, Germany, Austria, Switzerland and others, 70% to 
100% of urban growth between 1950 and 1975 was accounted for by cities with less 
than 50,000 inhabitants.  
 
As a result of political turbulence in Europe in the twentieth century, urban systems have 
undergone a shift towards new and sometimes also cultural contexts. European integra-
tion and the effects of globalisation will change the urban constellation on the Continent 
once again. This could mean that some urban centres enjoy another revival and that the 
other centres remain in their old spatial patterns in the national context. In other words, 
the effects of immigration and the increasing international mobility of people, goods, and 
capital could further concentrate strategic activities in those centres that are already of 
the greatest importance.  
 
In most parts of Europe the trend seems to be towards larger functional urban regions 
(or commuter belts), not just because of improvements to and the improved accessibility 
of infrastructure, but also because of the opportunities presented by rapidly developing 
communication technologies. This intertwines different spaces more closely and increas-
ingly blurs the boundary between urban and rural areas. 
 
Another phenomenon is the trend towards growing affluence in medium-sized cities. 
Measured against population size and number of jobs, the big metropolitan centres no 
longer top the charts in terms of performance. Smaller centres, usually isolated from the 
global market, can be economically successful if their strength lies in the service sector. 
Less well-connected rural areas find it difficult to diversify their economies, however. To 
this must be added the declining significance of the agricultural sector as a source of in-
come. The options for improving economic vitality that are available to smaller rural 
communities lie mainly in the possibilities provided by the service sector and the provi-
sion of services to the cities. Where rural areas have managed to establish themselves as 
areas of consumption for urbanites, diversification has been very successful. 
 
 
 
3.1.3 Transport and telecommunications 
 
One of the effects of the European domestic market is the increase in trade and transport 
flows. This causes a further increase in road traffic, which ESPON project 2.1.1 ("Trans-
port policy impact") estimates will raise by 43% between 2000 and 2020. As tremendous 
amounts of money are being invested in rail traffic, the transport of goods by rail will in-
crease by a huge 113% in the same period and the transport of passengers by an im-
pressive 78%. This enormous flow of traffic will mainly take place on the networks of 
Europe's urban centres, but will still cross rural areas, which will increasingly be marked 
by their function as transit areas. The presence of the Gotthard route means that Swit-
zerland is also an important transit area between the economic centres of Ger-
many/Benelux and Italy.  
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While the European pentagon still accounts for 39% of all kilometres driven within the 
ESPON area today, this share will be reduced to 29% by the year 2020 as a result of rap-
idly expanding transport flows in the new EU countries in particular. Proximity to rail 
network access points is increasingly becoming an important locational factor and is 
shaping the development potential of the various regions. 
 
In addition to international flows of traffic, there are other behavioural patterns influenc-
ing transportation patterns at the national level. Traffic is much heavier within individual 
countries than at a European level. Market access is a specific problem faced by the pe-
ripheral regions, which are more dependent on transportation than central regions. As a 
result, rising transport costs have a negative impact on the competitiveness of the pe-
ripheral regions. As Switzerland is relatively small and has a very well developed trans-
port system, the relative cost of transport is less crucial than in other countries. 
 
Although Europe has introduced various taxes in an effort to manage the flow of traffic, 
which has also forced users to adapt their strategies in various ways, the common factor 
is that they all have only a direct influence on the absolute and relative costs of various 
transport types. Decision makers and users of transport infrastructure still lack a con-
crete awareness of the real costs involved. These marginal costs include social costs (e.g. 
illness caused by noise and exhaust fumes), environmental costs, accidents, and the time 
lost in traffic congestion. 
 
The most important general finding from the scenarios drawn by ESPON 2.1.1 is that the 
overall effect of investments in transport infrastructure and other transport policies is 
very small and that their distributional effects are minimal compared to socioeconomic 
and technological megatrends (e.g. globalisation, growing competition between cities and 
regions, ageing of the population, a shifting labour force participation, and greater labour 
productivity). These trends have a much stronger influence on regional socioeconomic 
development than transport policies. In addition, most national transport policies conflict 
with the EU transport policy and can thus negatively impact the function of the Trans-
European networks (TEN). 
 
Another important finding of the ESPON 2.1.1 project is that even significant improve-
ments in regional accessibility can boost regional economic activity only to a very small 
extent. This is shown by the central European regions that all have geographical loca-
tional advantages and highly-developed traffic and telecommunications infrastructures, 
but where further improvements in accessibility (larger airports, denser highway net-
works, and high-speed trains) resulted in very limited economic growth at the margins. 
By contrast, economic growth in Europe's peripheral regions is generally boosted by im-
proved accessibility via road and rail. However, it is also possible that new traffic net-
works will expose previously isolated regions to increasing competition from more pro-
ductive regions producing goods at lower cost. 
 
Other findings from ESPON 2.1.1 include the following: 

• In the past, the polycentricity of the European urban system has increased, and 
the catch-up process of large cities in the new accession countries seems to ac-
celerate this process even further  

• In the past, the polycentricity of the national urban networks in Europe has de-
creased as a result of the strong growth of the large cities, and this trend seems 
set to continue  

• All transport infrastructure policies examined accelerate the decline in polycentric-
ity, as they all tended to connect the large urban centres with one another 

• Transport policies that reinforce polycentricity at the European level may at the 
same time increase the dominance of the capital cities within their national urban 



Switzerland and the European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON) 
 
 
 
 

 
13 

systems and so contradict the ESDP objective to achieve a balanced polycentric 
urban system 

• If nothing is done with regard to traffic problems, road transportation flows in 
Europe will increase by 43% between 2000 and 2020. Rail transportation flows 
will also increase, albeit at a much slower pace, and the railway network will not 
be able to compensate for the increase in road transportation 

• The effect of transport-related pricing policies depends on their basic orientation. 
Scenarios in which transport becomes cheaper have a positive economic effect, 
while scenarios based on increased transport prices have a negative effect 

• At the European level, transport levies that drive up the price of private transport 
clearly counteract the objectives of cohesion and polycentricity 

• In general, however, transport levies that aim to raise the price of transport 
strengthen polycentricity in national urban systems 

• Transport pricing scenarios that aim to cut the price of transport have the same 
effect as improvements in infrastructure 

• Infrastructure policies have a greater effect than tax policies and the magnitude of 
their effect depends on the number and size of projects. 

 
The liberalisation of telecommunications markets in Europe since the 1980s and the con-
current development and application of new technologies have given rise to an extremely 
dynamic telecommunications landscape in Europe, despite a downturn in the telecommu-
nications markets themselves over the past few years. 
 
The availability of information and communications technology (ICT) is another important 
manner in which individual regions are connected. Spatial development models depend 
heavily on technical solutions, which are not all equally well-developed at the national 
level. For example, the Nordic countries have a highly-developed voice communication 
and Internet culture superior to that of countries such as France and Germany. Within 
the individual European countries, one generally finds great disparity between ICT avail-
ability in urban centres and rural areas, in particular as far as access to the latest tech-
nology is concerned (e.g. broadband connection). This type of technology is usually of-
fered first to urban centres with high population densities. According to the findings of 
ESPON 1.2.2 ("Telecom trends"), the liberalisation of the telecommunications market and 
the dispersal of modern communications technologies is "spatially blind", as they focus 
on lucrative central locations. Rural areas are neglected, which leads to a "digital divide" 
within the given country. The result is that there is not only a great difference in access 
to telecommunications services between the individual countries (e.g. the highly-
developed countries of northern Europe and the new EU Member States) but also a dif-
ference between the urban centres and the peripheral areas within a single country. 
Switzerland, with its government mandate to provide basic services to everybody, has a 
high connection (telephone and Internet connection) and service (land lines, mobile tele-
phones, and Internet PC) level. 
 
ICT development is rapid and its market very flexible, which means that the findings on 
the spatial effects of ICT can change very quickly. 
 
 
3.1.4 Research and development 
 
Innovative research and high-tech "hot spots" can mainly be found in core areas of 
northwestern Europe (Germany, the Netherlands, and parts of the United Kingdom and 
France) plus a few strong performers in Scandinavia. In southern, central, and eastern 
Europe there are several areas in which R&D and innovation work is less intensive, al-
though the capital cities of these regions have a certain insular concentration of such ac-
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tivities. Northern Italy lies at the intersection of the line formed by the relatively strong 
regions between Benelux and Rome and that between northeastern Spain and Slovenia. 
 
The number of university students serves as a (debatable) indicator of "knowledge func-
tion". Logically, this number is high in Europe's large centres and further strengthens 
them. Seen from a national point of view, a rather polycentric picture emerges in the in-
dividual countries, as smaller centres, e.g. in Switzerland, can also function as locations 
for tertiary institutions. Institutions that can support the development of a strong and in-
novative economy include local universities, technoparks, and new business centres.  
 
ESPON project 2.1.2 ("R&D policy impact") comes to the conclusion that the EU funds for 
R&D are very limited: In Switzerland, expenditure on research and development in 2000 
amounted to 2.57% of GDP, compared to 1.93% for the EU-25 and 1.99% for the EU-15 
in 2003. There are no statistically relevant effects at the national and regional levels. 
Knowledge flows (and the associated benefits) seem frequently to be limited to the con-
sortia directly involved (often based on existing networks), with comparatively little dis-
semination of know-how in the surrounding regions. Jobs created by the R&D sector are 
often only temporary and make no contribution to the development of a sustainable as-
sociation between R&D and the regions. 
 
 
 
3.1.5 Natural and technological hazards 
 
The final report on ESPON 1.3.1 ("Natural hazards") describes the spatial patterns of 
natural and technological hazards in 27+2 Europe at the NUTS 3 level and identifies the 
possible impact of climate change on selected natural hazards. The report uses so-called 
"spatial filters" to define the types of hazards that are relevant to spatial planning. For 
example, floods, droughts, forest fires, and major technological accidents all have spatial 
impact and can be managed by implementing measures that limit undesirable effects. In 
the long run, gradual climate change and the accompanying increase in the frequency 
and intensity of natural hazards go hand in hand with an increased potential for risk and 
damage. Extreme temperatures, heavy rainfall and strong winds, but also longer periods 
of drought pose important future challenges for large parts of Europe, in particularly the 
Mediterranean (e.g. droughts) and the alpine regions (e.g. landslides, avalanches). 
Europe's vulnerability tends to increase from the west to the east. This is due to "coping 
capacity", i.e. the capacity to cope with events that is based on GDP per capita. At the 
same time, densely populated areas are more vulnerable than sparsely populated areas. 
This is true in particular for technological hazards: Airports, nuclear plants, chemical 
plants and oil refineries and their surroundings have an increased risk potential. 
 
 
 
3.1.6 Natural heritage 
 
The landscape is a basic part of European natural and cultural heritage. As such, land-
scapes shape local cultures and spatial identities. Agricultural intensification (in particular 
in Ireland, the UK, France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Denmark), urban sprawl and 
increased tourism, particularly in the Alps, all threaten Europe's landscapes and natural 
heritage in their form, diversity, function, and aesthetics. Linear infrastructures cut up 
cohesive living spaces and harm ecosystems. Fragmented habitats can no longer ensure 
the long-term survival of individual species. Particularly heavily fragmented natural land-
scapes can be found in Ireland, the south of England, and along the Atlantic coasts of 
France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. The natural areas along the courses of large rivers 
(Loire, Seine, Po, Elbe and Danube) are also heavily fragmented. Essentially small islands 
of natural landscape are all that is left of Europe's natural heritage. The protection of 
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these areas is therefore of urgent priority. The level of human interference should be 
kept as low as possible, and all areas worthy of protection require spatial management in 
accordance with the IUCN classification of protected areas. 
 
 
 
3.1.7 Energy 
 
Energy is a good that can be produced in small or large quantities, centrally or locally. 
The production of energy requires large investments. At the same time the production of 
energy plays an important role in the labour market and has a significant impact on the 
GDP of the producing country. Energy is a production factor, the quality and availability 
of which at a reasonable price act as positive regional locational incentives in attracting 
new businesses and inhabitants. But energy can also be a source of gaseous emissions 
and thus contribute to climate change, acidification, and eutrophication as well as the 
formation of ground-level ozone. 
 
The energy aspect is of great importance to Europe's spatial development, as there is a 
close connection between energy supply and the industrial and economic development of 
individual regions. The average energy consumption per inhabitant for the EU15 was 
4.59 tonnes of oil per capita in 2002. Because of their relatively small populations and 
difficult climates Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Finland, Sweden and Belgium consume 
more than this average. Countries with better climates, such as Spain, Greece, Portugal 
and Italy, have a lower than average consumption. In addition to climate, economic con-
ditions might also plays a role in energy consumption. ESPON 2.1.4 ("Energy") identifies 
a linear relation between domestic and tertiary per capita energy consumption and GDP 
per capita. Between 1990 and 2002 primary energy consumption per capita in the EU15 
increased by 13.6%, while it grew only by 1.2% in the ten new Member States during 
the same period. Meanwhile, primary energy consumption decreased in Denmark, Ger-
many, Switzerland and seven of the accession countries between 1990 and 2002. Energy 
consumption soared in the transportation sector, in particular, in the EU15 between 1995 
and 2000.  
 
Today, most EU countries are strongly dependent on energy imports (mainly crude oil). 
Nonetheless, since 1990 most regions in Europe have been able to lessen their depend-
ence on fossil energy sources by switching to renewable energy. As a result, Europe's 
degree of self-sufficiency rose from 61% in 1990 to 64% in 20023. However, with a share 
of 46%, oil remains the most important source of energy for the EU15 countries, followed 
by gas at 24%, and electricity at 21% of total energy consumption. Greece, Spain, Ire-
land, Luxembourg, Portugal, Cyprus, Malta, Slovenia, and Switzerland continue to be 
highly dependent on oil (> 50%). None of these nine countries are oil producers. The 
new EU Member States are somewhat less dependent on oil than the EU15, as their 
sources of energy production are more diversified. There is a great difference between 
the energy consumption of the EU15 (0.13 tonnes of oil per capita per EUR 1,000 GDP) 
and the new Member States (0.42 tonnes of oil per capita per EUR 1,000 of GDP). Active 
policies promoting less dependence are required in order to improve security of supply 
and reduce the ecological damage caused by emissions released by burning fossil fuels.  
 
The dependence of the economy and the end consumers on energy means that regional 
differences in the prices for the various types of energy have a significant income and 
substitution effect, which affects the prosperity of the population. The new EU member 
countries Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Slovenia and Cyprus, but also in part France and 
Italy, suffer from a high level of sensibility to variations on energy prices coupled with a 

                                                 
3 This result is strongly influenced by the role played by the oil-producing country Norway, which 
produces nine times as much oil as it consumes. 
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low degree of self-sufficiency. At 22%, Switzerland has a much lower degree of self-
sufficiency in energy than the EU15 average (around 50%). As far as crude oil and natu-
ral gas are concerned, Switzerland is entirely dependent on imports. On the other hand, 
Switzerland has a high degree of self-sufficiency (98%) in electricity generation. As Swit-
zerland's electricity is generated by nuclear power and hydroelectric plants, it is also CO2-
free.  
 
Security of supply and environmental concerns have given rise to various strategies in 
Europe, from the promotion of regional renewable sources of energy (e.g. biogas, bio-
mass, wind, and small hydroelectric plants) and greater energy efficiency to the devel-
opment of energy networks. Regions can earn a significant income by exporting energy if 
the energy producer is domiciled in the region (e.g. the creation of jobs4 and the diversi-
fication of agricultural income by generating energy from biomass). However, if the op-
erator of the plant (e.g. nuclear power plant, hydroelectric plant, wind power station, and 
solar power plant) is domiciled outside of the region, regional income from energy pro-
duction is quite low. 
 
There is an inverse correlation between regional development and energy intensity, i.e. 
the regions that use energy more efficiently have a higher level of development. In 
Europe, the differences in energy prices for industrial customers are relatively small. Al-
though ESPON 2.1.4 has not yet found any indications for this, fluctuations in the price of 
energy might change locational factors in the individual regions and influence spatial de-
velopment in the future by forcing companies to leave or move to the region. However, 
price differences tend to be much greater for private households, despite falling energy 
costs. 
 
 
 
3.1.8 Spatial impact of EU sectoral policies 
 
Where the spatial impact of EU sectoral policies is concerned, the structural funds and 
the EU's agricultural policy (CAP) are of interest in addition to the transport policies re-
ferred to above. As neither of these policy areas applies to Switzerland as a non-EU 
member, Switzerland played only a peripheral role in the analyses. 
 
Structural funds are used to balance economic and social disparities (usually measured in 
terms of GDP and the unemployment rate) between EU regions. By promoting more 
evenly balanced socioeconomic development, the structural funds also contribute poten-
tially to polycentric development and territorial cohesion. 
 
ESPON 2.2.1 ("Structural funds impact") focuses on the spatial impact of the EU struc-
tural funds between 1994 and 1999. In this period, the cohesion countries Portugal and 
Greece benefited most. In 1999, EU structural funds (which still take second place in the 
EU's budget after spending on agriculture) accounted for just 0.28% of average GDP 
among the EU15. This relatively small share shows that grants from the structural funds 
have a limited capacity for reducing disparities. Between 1994 and 1999, the structural 
funds' contributions went mainly to urban areas. ESPON 2.2.1 therefore assumes that 
polycentric development was promoted mainly at a macro level, while socioeconomic dis-
parities continued or became even greater at the meso and micro levels. 
 
ESPON 2.2.2 ("Enlargement, Acquis, Pre-Aid, Phare/Tacis") analyses the spatial effec-
tiveness of these EU financing programmes (in particular the PHARE, SAPARD and ISPA 

                                                 
4 ESPON 2.1.4 refers to a study by the European Forum for Renewable Energy Sources (EUFORES 
1999), according to which the EU could create approx. 900,000 jobs in the field of renewable en-
ergy by the year 2020. 
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programmes) for the ten EU countries, which acceded in 2004, and the candidate coun-
tries Bulgaria and Romania for the period from 1998 to 2000 (and to 2002 in some 
cases). It concludes that these programmes have contributed to the EU's spatial devel-
opment objectives, even though spatial development was not explicitly mentioned in 
these programmes. Most of the funds went to the border regions. Only in Bulgaria and 
Romania did a significant part of the EU aid go to MEGA regions (largest cities). 
 
As the EU has no mandate for urban development in Europe, the EU structural funds are 
not aimed explicitly at the cities. However, these funds still have an important impact on 
urban development in Europe. In this sense there is a gap between their "target areas" 
(regional level) and "impact areas" (mainly the cities). According to estimates, more than 
half of the financing provided by the structural funds goes to the functional urban areas 
(FUAs) of local or regional importance (micro level), less than 20% is allocated to FUAs of 
national importance (meso level), and around 10% is channelled to FUAs of transnational 
(European) importance (macro level). Only about 15% of the financing from EU struc-
tural funds was allowed to areas not defined as FUA. 
 
ESPON 2.2.3 ("Urban in structural funds") comes to the conclusion that the EU structural 
funds strategies and domestic policy objectives are closely related and ‘fit’ well together. 
The effectiveness of the structural funds with regard to the structural change, which 
should be targeted, depends in particular on the role played by the cities in the applicable 
spatial context. Problems occur mainly when EU funds are allocated to areas where local 
institutions are weak, which leads to inefficiencies. 
 
The most important finding of ESPON 2.1.3 ("CAP impact") is that no attention was paid 
to the territorial concepts of balanced competitiveness, economic and social cohesion and 
polycentricity as defined by the ESDP and the third cohesion report in the preparation, 
implementation, and reforms to date of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). As a re-
sult, the CAP works against the objectives of the European Spatial Development Concept 
(ESDP) of balanced territorial development and does not support the objectives of eco-
nomic and social cohesion (measured against the indicators GDP per capita, unemploy-
ment rate and population change). The first pillar of the CAP (market support) does not 
contribute to spatial cohesion, as most of the CAP's funding benefits the already more 
prosperous regions in the north and west of Europe5. The CAP favours the core areas of 
the EU rather than supporting peripheral ones as, contrary to intention, pillar 2 expendi-
ture (rural development) does not support the cohesion objectives. Nevertheless, the 
trend is towards promoting areas where farms are smaller on average. Also at the local 
level, the CAP gives preference to areas that are already easily accessible. 
 
An evaluation of LEADER II and LEADER+ shows that these initiatives have a significant 
effect on the development of rural areas, although their budgets are quite small com-
pared to the other primary instruments. The LEADER II programme, now concluded, is 
judged to be efficient and effective. 
 
 
 
3.2  Consideration of the situation in Switzerland 
 
Owing to the broad analysis matrix (NUTS 2 or NUTS 3 level) and the need to typify and 
generalise, Switzerland is discussed by the individual ESPON projects on a factually cor-
rect basis, but often lacking details on its regional particularities. If the aim is to provide 
a European overview, this is unavoidable. Indeed, ESPON is actually intended to identify 
common development and structural patterns for all of Europe. It is thus not the aim of 
ESPON to provide more detailed information than is possible at the national level. In ad-

                                                 
5 Although cohesion has never been an objective of pillar 1 (only of pillar 2). 
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dition, ESPON's results are mostly based on much more detailed studies that took place 
within a national and sub-national context. ESPON's merit does not, therefore, lie in gen-
erating more and new knowledge of the individual EU countries, but rather in creating a 
superordinate level that depicts the links between the individual countries and their posi-
tion within the larger context. 
 
However, this large mesh approach cannot allow any mistakes that lead to the misrepre-
sentation of important aspects of individual countries. For example, it is difficult to un-
derstand why ESPON 1.1.1 ("Polycentricity") designates the Swiss-French EuroAirport as 
belonging to the French city of Mulhouse alone, ignoring the neighbouring city of Basel 
totally, in spite of several requests on the part of the Swiss ESPON participants to correct 
this. One of the consequences of this is that Basel was not classified as a Metropolitan 
European Growth Area (MEGA). 
 
The 48 functional urban areas (FUAs) identified for Switzerland by ESPON 1.1.1 corre-
spond to the 48 agglomerations as defined by the Federal Statistics Office in 1990. 
ESPON 1.1.1 did not take account of the reclassification of the agglomerations in the 
wake of the 2000 population census. The analysis of ESPON 1.1.1 therefore creates the 
impression that the five largest agglomerations in Switzerland (Zurich, Basel, Bern, Ge-
neva, and Lausanne) and their satellites have grown more strongly than the other ag-
glomerations and have thus become even more dominant. This leads to increasing po-
larisation in the polycentric system of Swiss towns and cities. The Zurich metropolitan 
area, which includes eleven other agglomerations in addition to the Zurich agglomeration 
and comprises a total of 221 municipalities with 1,675 inhabitants, grew particularly 
strongly. 
 
ESPON 1.1.1 identifies Zurich as Switzerland's main transport hub, with the airport giving 
it European importance. This qualification is based on the large number of direct connec-
tions to countries outside of Europe. Geneva is regarded to be of national importance, 
while Bern and Lugano are described as cities where small airports are located. 
 
As far as Switzerland is concerned, ESPON 1.1.1 concludes that there is great inequality 
between the cantons regarding polycentricity. The "Swiss city network" is a well-known 
concept among the Federal offices and the cantons, and the basic principles of Switzer-
land's spatial planning policy strongly promote the concept of polycentricity. Compared to 
the EU25, Switzerland is in midfield as far as the accessibility and the degree of polycen-
tricity are concerned. "Accessibility" is determined by ESPON 1.1.1 (final report, annex 
D) on the basis of the number of inhabitants who can reach the closest functional urban 
area by car within 45 minutes. Quality of accessibility thus refers to "potential urban 
strategic horizons" (PUSH). 
 
ESPON 1.1.2 ("Urban-rural") assesses Switzerland's cantons as NUTS 3 regions in accor-
dance with their degree of urban influence in relation to human intervention. Under this 
classification, five cantons are highly rural with high human intervention, one canton is 
highly rural with a medium human intervention, nine cantons are highly rural with low 
human intervention, eight cantons are medium rural with high human intervention, one 
canton is medium rural with medium human intervention, and two cantons are medium 
rural with low human intervention. 
 
The selected grid (NUTS 2 and NUTS 3 level) and the constraints of typification and gen-
eralisation mean that although Switzerland's demographic trends are accurately por-
trayed by ESPON 1.1.4 ("Demographic trends"), the report is missing essential particu-
larities that are described in much more detail in the documents of the Federal Statistics 
Office.  
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Given the NUTS 2/3 reference benchmark, the homogeneous distribution of Switzerland's 
national highways and express rail network as identified by ESPON 1.2.1 ("Transport 
trends") using the method of fractal analysis roughly corresponds to reality. For example, 
the intermodal accessibility of the Zurich agglomeration (and even more so the canton of 
Zurich) is judged to be very high. What is questionable is the analysis of economic per-
formance in relation to the accessibility of highways, which claims, for example, that the 
cantons of Glarus, Zug, and Nidwalden have a strong overperformance as they have a 
high GDP in spite of a relatively weak accessibility. A question mark must also be put 
next to the statement that the density of railway lines in relation to the number of in-
habitants in southern and eastern Switzerland is very high, but low in the cantons of cen-
tral Switzerland and in St. Gallen, where further development is needed. 
 
ESPON 2.1.1 ("Transport policy impact") gives a very fuzzy picture of the spatial impact 
of Swiss transport policies. The exemplary system of charging heavy goods vehicles for 
the use of infrastructure (Heavy Vehicle Fee, HVF) in particular, which goes hand in hand 
with the elimination of the weight limit for lorries, would have deserved more emphasis. 
 
ESPON 1.2.2 ("Telecom trends") analyses the spatial impact of telecommunication and 
information technologies only at NUTS 0 and NUTS 2 levels. As Switzerland has national 
but no NUTS 2 data on the indicators selected by ESPON 1.2.2, the situation in Switzer-
land did not receive sufficient attention. This gap cannot be closed by the (published) 
statistics of the Federal Statistics Office and the Federal Office of Communications 
(OFCOM) either. 
 
The analysis of the spatial impact of research and development policies by ESPON 2.1.2 
("R&D Policy Impact") paid sufficient attention to Switzerland, even though the selected 
indicators are open to discussion. 
 
As ESPON 2.1.3 ("CAP Impact") focuses on the spatial impact of EU agricultural policy 
and EU policy on rural development, which do not apply to Switzerland, Switzerland was 
paid scant, if any, attention in this report. The question as to whether and to what extent 
these EU policies could still have a spatial impact on Switzerland was not posed. When 
analysing the role played by agriculture in the preservation of multi-functional cultural 
landscapes, it was found that Switzerland specifically included this aspect in its policies 
when it defined "multi-functional agriculture" in 1996, by including Art. 104 in the consti-
tution.  
 
ESPON 2.2.1, which focuses on the spatial impact of the EU structural funds, only analy-
ses the second period of the EU structural funds' activities from 1994 to 1999. Switzer-
land has been part of European community initiatives since 1996, but is not included in 
the final report of ESPON 2.2.1. However, no criticism can be levelled in this regard, as 
Switzerland is in principle not directly affected by EU structural funds. 
 
ESPON 2.2.2 concentrates on the spatial impact of EU financing programmes (in particu-
lar the PHARE, SAPARD and ISPA programmes) for the ten EU accession countries of 
2004 and the candidate countries Bulgaria and Romania. Switzerland was not the focus 
of interest here. Nevertheless, Switzerland was included in the analysis of national poli-
cies on regional development, i.e. advancement of the mountain regions under the In-
vestment Aid Act (Investitionshilfegesetz, IHG) and the Confederation's new regional pol-
icy. 
 
Although Switzerland provided data for ESPON 2.2.3 ("Urban in structural funds"), differ-
ences in data format meant that only a limited comparison with the data provided by 
other countries was possible. As a result of these data difficulties, the report contained 
only a few comments as regards the impact of EU structural funds (e.g. INTERREG III) 
on Switzerland's urban areas. However, mention is made of the fact that transport policy 
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in Switzerland is strongly linked to urban development (which is not a forgone conclusion 
in all EU countries). 
 
In view of the natural and technological hazards faced by Switzerland, its vulnerability 
and the accompanying risks, ESPON 1.3.1 paints a relatively realistic picture at the can-
tonal level. 
 
ESPON 1.3.2 ("Natural heritage") took hardly any notice of the situation in Switzerland, 
except for providing some information on the development of agricultural areas and the 
size of the protected areas under the IUCN classification. 
 
ESPON 2.1.4 ("Energy"; Appendix 10 to the final report) gives an analysis of the current 
aims of Switzerland's energy policy and highlights the most important future challenges 
faced by the national energy sector. The report also contains a summary of Switzerland's 
key figures with regard to energy production, demand and marketing for each of the sec-
tors nuclear and renewable energy, oil, gas, coal, and electricity.  
 
Seen overall, the individual ESPON projects reflected the situation in Switzerland quite 
well and the results of the analyses seem quite plausible. However, there are certain sig-
nificant exceptions. It is therefore of crucial importance to the ongoing ESPON projects 
and the expected future ESPON II programme to continue an in-depth study of the in-
terim reports and correct any statements that do not concur with reality in Switzerland.  
 
 
 
3.3  Applicability of the proposed spatial information indicators 

and methods to Switzerland 
 
Most of the indicators used in the ESPON programme can also be applied to Switzerland.  
 
As far as accessibility is concerned, the criteria "overlapping travel-to-work-areas" 
(ESPON 1.1.1) used to define potential polycentric integration areas (PIAs) should not be 
overrated. Furthermore, this also does not take account of Switzerland's excellent local 
public transport system within and between the agglomerations. As distances in Switzer-
land are in general relatively short and PIAs can be found almost everywhere in areas 
that have been permanently settled, conceptual or strategic PIAs should be defined for 
the Swiss context. It should be noted that the Ticino/Lugano area is regarded as part of 
the Milan PIA. This makes sense from both a strategic and a conceptual point of view 
(regio insubrica). 
 
The indicator "location" used to characterise polycentricity is open to question. Applied to 
Switzerland, this indicator means that Switzerland cannot be highly polycentric in any 
way. To conclude from this that Switzerland is not polycentric would be quite wrong. The 
indicator should be qualified by only looking at the settlement areas that are already 
shaped by polycentricity rather than the total territory (including the alpine regions). 
 
In analysing the knowledge base, ESPON 1.1.1 uses the simplifying indicator "university 
students". As a result, Switzerland is classified as a knowledge node without European 
importance. Zurich, Berne, and Geneva fall within the category "large higher education 
institutes" and Basel and Lausanne are classified as "medium-sized higher education in-
stitutes". St. Gallen, Lucerne, Lugano and Neuchâtel are classed as "regional higher edu-
cation institutes". This picture is distorted owing to the questionable underlying indicator 
(one only has to think of the two Federal Institutes of Technology, the renowned Univer-
sity of St. Gallen, or the HEC/Université de Lausanne). 
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The final report of ESPON 1.1.2 ("Urban-rural") represents a sweeping generalisation of 
the results (FUAs/NUTS 3 level). Case studies, like those presented for Belgium and Aus-
tria at NUTS 5 level (municipalities), could also be made for Switzerland, with spatially 
more differentiated statements as the result. At a national level, land use statistics can 
already provide similar evidence. 
 
Of the many indicators used in ESPON 1.2.1 ("Transport trends"), all those that are 
based on existing data (e.g. the extent of the transport network, distances travelled by 
goods and passenger transport, etc.) can be used without any problem. The accessibility 
indicators introduced by ESPON 1.2.1, which are based on specific calculations (fractal 
analysis, etc.), make sense in a European context at the NUTS 2 and NUTS 3 levels. It is 
still unclear what they could contribute to the NUTS 5/LAU 2 level in Switzerland. 
 
As the analyses of ESPON 1.2.2 (“Telecom trends”) regarding information and communi-
cation technologies refer to both the NUTS 0 and NUTS 2 levels, for which no data is 
available in Switzerland, the indicators used by ESPON 1.2.2 cannot be applied to partial 
spatial analyses. 
 
The relatively few indicators used by ESPON 2.1.3 (“CAP impact”) to determine the spa-
tial impact of agricultural policy, such as GDP per capita, unemployment rate and popula-
tion change, can be used without any problems in Switzerland at the NUTS 1 level, but 
only to a limited extent at the other NUTS levels. 
 
To analyse the European city system, ESPON 2.2.3 (“Urban in structural funds”) uses in-
dicators for which Switzerland has only limited data available (city or agglomeration 
level). This is the main reason why the situation in Switzerland (as in Austria, Ireland, 
Norway, Cyprus, Malta, and Luxembourg) was given only peripheral attention in the work 
of ESPON 2.2.3. 
 
The options for analysing the spatial impact of energy policies (ESPON 2.1.4 “Energy”) 
are seriously restricted by the limited availability of data. Although EU-wide and national 
data is available for the indicators "energy self-sufficiency", "share of thermal sources in 
electricity production", "share of industrial consumption in final energy consumption", 
"electricity prices for industry", "proportion of electricity generated by renewables", "wind 
and biomass potential in final electricity consumption", "share employed persons in en-
ergy sector in total industrial employment", "estimated impact of 10% decrease in en-
ergy prices on regional GDP", etc., the data is not very informative. Data at the NUTS 3 
and even NUTS 2 level is more or less unavailable, but would be indispensable for re-
gional analyses. 
 
In principle, the indicators used by the ESPON projects can also be used for spatial ob-
servation in Switzerland. To do this, however, some "data gaps" must be closed and the 
indicators must be aggregated at smaller spatial levels (NUTS 3 / NUTS 5) in order to 
adequately portray the situation in Switzerland. The great benefit of using ESPON indica-
tors lies in the fact that it makes it possible to compare spatial development in Switzer-
land with that in the rest of Europe. 
 
By continuing to collaborate in the ESPON programme, Switzerland can also help to im-
prove some questionable indicators. This would require ESPON and spatial observation in 
Switzerland to mesh more closely together. 
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3.4  ESPON's policy recommendations and their implementation 
in Switzerland  

 
Although it was not part of ESPON's original mandate that proposals to decision makers 
should follow spatial development analyses, almost all projects contain policy recommen-
dations or options. The following recommendations are of greatest relevance to Switzer-
land: 
 
Demographic trends 

Owing to its major and long-term leverage effect on demographic development, the 
total fertility rate is the key factor in natural population growth. This seriously re-
stricts the effectiveness of short-term measures. ESPON 1.1.4 therefore recom-
mends a common social and family policy and a more active labour market policy, 
which together can create the required conditions for an increase in the fertility 
rate. 

 
In a report entitled "Chancen, Risiken und Herausforderungen der demographischen 
Entwicklung" (Opportunities, risks and challenges posed by demographic trends) 
(Demos no. 1/2003), the Federal Statistics Office lists strategies that should be im-
plemented to meet the challenges posed by changes to the population structure: 
 
• Structural adjustments to new demographic parameters, improvement of la-

bour productivity thanks to technological innovation, internal staff training  
• Support of families and organisational measures to promote women in the 

workforce (childcare facilities provided by people outside the family, school 
timetables) 

• Distribution of social burdens between the generations, between employed and 
non-employed persons, and between the various factors of production 

• Promotion and support of basic training and further education 
• Remuneration systems that do not make it difficult for older employees to find 

work  
• Flexible retirement (time, degree) incentives to encourage older people to re-

main in the workforce 
• Access to high-quality healthcare and medical treatment for all.  

 
 
Immigration from abroad 

In order to foster social and spatial cohesion, immigration policies should promote 
immigration to peripheral regions. At the micro level, immigrants that have the 
qualifications needed in these regions should be targeted. In order to manage this 
process, green cards, which would allow immigrants access to certain geographical 
areas only, could be introduced at the meso and micro levels, for example. 

 
 
Improved competitiveness of areas of outward migration 

As far as depopulation and sustainable development at the micro level are con-
cerned, it seems sensible to harmonise agricultural policies and infrastructure and 
service-related policies in order to maintain a critical population mass. At the meso 
level, the sustainable use of resources and avoidance of excessive environmental 
damage in central and expanding regions depend on the success of those policies 
that aim to reverse negative population trends in the thinly populated regions of 
Europe. 
 
Abandoned villages should be rejuvenated to accommodate soft tourism and flexi-
ble and multi-functional transport solutions should be found for passenger and 
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goods traffic and mail delivery for the elderly and schoolchildren in isolated settle-
ments. 

 
 
Rural development 

With regard to rural development, an integrated spatial approach, which respects 
the diversity of the areas, is needed rather than a sectoral approach. 
 
The development of rural municipalities should be seen as a process of collabora-
tion with individuals and groups and the improvement of their productive capacity 
within their community. By creating trust, increasing knowledge and promoting 
skills, local communities can be strengthened and learn to cooperate more. 
 
In addition to the strengthening of settlement patterns in rural areas, typical local 
economic activities should be promoted. Specific knowledge of the endogenous po-
tential of each region is required before policy proposals can be formulated. 

 
The Confederation has long been active in the rural areas through its many subject-
specific and sectoral policies. Today, a coherent sustainable federal policy for rural 
areas is needed. Therefore, the federal offices responsible have set up a rural area 
network with the intention to develop and implement a coherent spatial develop-
ment and implementation policy for rural areas in close collaboration with the can-
tons and people involved. 
 
In addition to the sectoral agricultural policy 2007, various other tools are available 
to promote rural areas. A notable example is Regio Plus, a regeneration programme 
designed to support structural change in rural areas. 
 
The new regional policy will replace existing measures, based on various laws and 
developed over the past 30 years, to promote the mountain regions, rural areas, 
areas of economic rejuvenation, and border regions and thus increase the transpar-
ency of the Confederation's regional policy. As part of the Confederation's new re-
gional policy, the Federal Department of Economic Affairs (DEA) has drafted a new 
federal law on regional policy. This law provides a statutory basis for programmes 
and projects to strengthen the competitiveness of the regions by promoting entre-
preneurship, innovation, and value-enhancing systems. 
 
The State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (seco) and the Federal Office for Agricul-
ture (FOAG) view Switzerland's participation in the transnational community initia-
tive LEADER+ as a welcome and necessary supplement to its existing regional pol-
icy and support this interlinking of regional areas with pilot projects. 

 
 
Urban-rural partnerships 

Specific political instruments should be developed to support those areas and re-
gions that do not benefit from polycentricity policies, e.g. to improve urban-rural 
partnerships and establish thematic networks. These instruments can also be used 
to promote the typical local economic activities mentioned above. 
 
 

Promotion of medium-sized and small cities 
By redirecting a major part of investment in infrastructure and equipment to small 
and medium-sized cities, these can be strengthened functionally. Networks based 
on a functional complementarity between rural and urban areas can help improve 
the spatial, social, and economic efficiency of small and medium-sized cities. 
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Collaboration between cities 
Cities should be encouraged to work together in new inter-municipal cooperatives 
in order to make better use of mutual strengths and thereby improve their status 
as a whole within the national city system. Municipal policies should also focus on 
developing links with other cities.  

 
By approving the Agglomeration Policy Report compiled in December 2001 by the 
ARE and seco, the Federal Council made it clear that it intends to devote more at-
tention to the agglomeration-related problems of the various sectoral policies in the 
future. The Confederation provides technical and financial support to municipali-
ties/cities and cantons for the implementation of innovative pilot projects designed 
to strengthen agglomeration policy and support the parties involved in these areas.  
 
Today, a number of promising cross-sector cooperation projects are already being 
carried out in various agglomerations, including certain pilot projects. Another 
important innovation is the Agglomeration Programme, which supports the 
coordination of cross-sector topics within an agglomeration. It is based on 
horizontal (between partners within the agglomeration) and vertical (Confederation 
– canton – agglomeration) collaboration and aims to ensure the coordination of 
projects and their implementation within the agglomerations. 
 
At the beginning of 2001 and as part of the activities of the spatial planning confer-
ence (Raumordnungskonferenz), the Confederation set up the Agglomeration Policy 
Network in an effort to take better account of the specific needs of urban areas. 
 
The ARE is also currently establishing an Urban Area Monitoring Programme for 
Switzerland. This system should provide the information on the development and 
problems of the urban areas that is needed to formulate appropriate policy strate-
gies.  

 
 
Strategies to promote sustainability, inner cohesion and economic performance  

Such strategies should be holistic in nature and comprise a wide range of support-
ing measures. Among other things, the aim is to achieve the following:  
• Define new roles for rural areas while taking account of their particular potential 

(e.g. cultural heritage) 
• Upgrade agricultural functions, provided that they are ecologically acceptable  
• Strengthen the regional level in spatial development and land use planning  
• Introduce institutional adjustments to improve horizontal and vertical collabora-

tion in the field of strategic spatial planning. 
 
Over the past few years, the Confederation has made new efforts on various levels 
to implement the concept of sustainable development (Federal Council 1997 and 
2002). The Confederation underlined the importance of sustainable development by 
explicitly mentioning this issue in the new Federal Constitution of 1999 (Art. 2 
[Purpose], Art. 73 [Sustainability]).  
 
The report of the Federal Council on the Swiss Planning Policy Guidelines 
("Grundzüge der Raumordnung Schweiz" – Federal Department of Justice and Po-
lice/Federal Office of Spatial Planning 1998) explicitly made the term sustainable 
development part of Swiss spatial planning policy. 
 

With a view to the Johannesburg Earth Summit of 2003, the Federal Council issued 
its Sustainable Development Strategy 2002, which was based on the provisions of 
the new Federal Constitution to make the principles of sustainable development an 
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integral part of as many policy areas as possible. Action area 7 of the sustainable 
development strategy ("Spatial and settlement development") is of particular rele-
vance to spatial planning. Spatial planning policy is given the task of securing the 
spatial requirements of the economy, well-functioning infrastructures, economical 
land use, the protection of natural resources, and social and spatial cohesion in 
equal measure. 
 
 

Balanced polycentric development along corridors 
In order to minimise conflict and increase synergies between the natural heritage 
and economic activities, future settlement development should be polycentric and 
take place along the main infrastructure axes. Development should be concentrated 
in the vicinity of highway accesses and railway stations. This would lessen the need 
for mobility and avoid unnecessary landscape fragmentation. 

 
 
Added value through planning 

The municipalities should benefit from the added value created by planning meas-
ures. To this end, communal mortgage banks can be used, as can planning policies 
that promote development in stages based on land use plans, or municipal con-
struction standards that prevent the rise of real estate marketing monopolies. 
 
The taxing of real estate added value created by planning measures has long been 
a topic of discussion in Switzerland. The taxing of the added value is governed by 
Art. 5 para. 1 of the Spatial Planning Act (Raumplanungsgesetz). According to this 
act, the cantons must draft the implementing provisions. To date, only the cantons 
of Basel-City and Neuchâtel have inscribed a value-added tax in law. In the canton 
of Solothurn, the cantonal implementing act was rejected by the voters.  
 
 

Maintenance of agricultural areas and green spaces 
ESPON recommends protecting agricultural areas and green belts in heavily popu-
lated regions in order to maintain productive capacity and their recreational func-
tion. 
 
In 1992 the Confederation introduced its plan for crop rotation areas and deter-
mined the minimum size of crop rotation areas and their allocation between the 
various cantons. This plan was reassessed and revised in 2001/03, and the revised 
plan for crop rotation areas was published in 2004. 
 
 

Natural assets 
With regards to natural heritage, it should be accepted that Switzerland's remaining 
natural assets are a remnant of a spatial transformation process that has taken 
place over centuries. The importance of locational factors such as an intact, clean, 
quiet and undisturbed environment will increase. Natural assets are a scarce re-
source to which spatial planning should pay more attention. 

 
In Switzerland, various federal inventories based on the Federal Law on Nature 
Conservation and Heritage (Natur- und Heimatschutzgesetz, NHG) are in force in 
the field of conservation and the protection of natural assets. These include, among 
others, landscapes and natural monuments of national importance (BLN), sites of 
national importance that deserve protection (ISOS), raised bogs and transitional 
bogs, fenlands, meadows and pastures, amphibian spawning grounds, and 
particularly beautiful moor landscapes of national importance. To this must be 
added the water reservations and reservations for migrant birds of international 
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and national importance established under the Federal Law on the Protection of 
Hunting (Jagdschutzgesetz) as well as the federal areas where hunting is pro-
hibited.  
 
Switzerland is one of the first countries in the world to monitor its biological diver-
sity. To this end the Swiss Agency for the Environment, Forests and Landscape 
(SAEFL) launched its biodiversity monitoring in Switzerland (BDM) initiative.  
 
MONET is an indicator system used to monitor sustainable development in Switzer-
land. It uses indicators to measure and document the current status and develop-
ment of the social, economic, and ecological aspects of sustainable development in 
Switzerland. 
 
In the last few years, clearly recognisable changes to the landscape have given rise 
to a new understanding of what planning involves. Pure conservation has been re-
placed by integrated development planning. What are known as landscape devel-
opment concepts (LCD) now take central position in the search for effective instru-
ments with which to maintain and develop the landscape. The active landscape de-
velopment remit is derived from various laws and policy areas. The most important 
of these are the Federal Law on Nature Conservation and Heritage and the Swiss 
landscape concept (LKS). 
 

 
Natural and technological hazards / risk management 

Natural and technological hazards can potentially challenge balanced and sustain-
able development. The individual regions of Europe are exposed to hazards to dif-
fering extents and thus take up different "risk positions". To date, the EU has had 
no uniform and holistic approach to addressing natural and technological hazards. 
Hazards are managed differently and only partially by existing tools at different 
levels. Risk management should therefore be seen as an important task to be ad-
dressed.  
 
A comprehensive management plan that integrates different hazards that have an 
influence on one another is absolutely essential. In its final report ESPON 1.3.1 
proposes a handbook on risk assessment and management that applies to all EU 
member countries and also presents a corresponding outline.  
 
In Switzerland, natural hazards are already taken into consideration to a large ex-
tent when spatial activities are planned, and the country is often cited as an exam-
ple abroad. SAEFL, the Federal Office for Water and Geology (FOWG) and the ARE 
have drafted binding proposals based on the Spatial Planning Act (Raumplanungs-
gesetz), the Forest Act (Waldgesetz) and the Water Use Act (Wasserbaugesetz). 
The cantons are responsible for implementation and must develop individual risk 
concepts and introduce supplementary laws and ordinances. 
 
To date, earthquake risk has not been included in natural hazards concepts. A par-
liamentary initiative of the National Council submitted in 2001 aims to close this 
gap and delegate legislative power for all natural hazards to the Confederation by 
adding a new article 74a to the Federal Constitution.  
 
The medium-term target is a "federal natural hazards concept". This concept will be 
based on the guidelines for the inclusion of avalanche risk in spatial planning activi-
ties (Richtlinien zur Berücksichtigung der Lawinengefahr bei raumwirksamen Tätig-
keiten) issued by the Federal Office for Forestry and the Swiss Federal Institute for 
Snow and Avalanche Research in 1984. 
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Expansion and management of transport infrastructures 
Given the expected strong increase in traffic in future, existing transport infrastruc-
tures must be improved. This alone is not enough, however. As it takes time to 
build motorways and railways, short-term measures are needed. These include the 
management and regulation of traffic, with the aim of increasing capacity and re-
ducing environmental stress. Traffic patterns can be influenced by introducing 
taxes, improving intermodality, and reducing the maximum speeds on roads. 
 
In order to extend the railway network, Switzerland started a comprehensive tunnel 
construction programme (Gotthard and Lötschberg) several years ago. 

 
 
Redundancy of the transport network and modal shifts 

It is also necessary to build new infrastructures to lessen the vulnerability of the 
transport network. Where this is possible, a minimum in modal redundancy should 
be created and, where this cannot be done, multi-modal redundancy should be in-
troduced. The parameters for modal shifts to environmentally friendly means of 
transport should be improved in areas and corridors that carry heavy traffic. 

 
ESPON 1.2.1 explicitly mentions Switzerland's pioneering role in finding technical 
solutions to shift goods transport to the railways more cost-effectively, even over 
short distances. Switzerland's cost-effective model of loading goods lorries onto 
trains is also cited as an example.  
 

 
Transport levies 

Scenarios that are based on a policy of transport levies should not be abandoned in 
the pursuit of evenly balanced spatial development. Instead, a transport policy that 
strengthens regional discrepancies in income should be supported by transfer pay-
ments to the disadvantaged regions. ESPON 2.1.1 sees this mix of levies and com-
pensation as the right way to effectively protect the environment and avoid un-
wanted spatial imbalances.  

 
Switzerland's system of charging heavy goods vehicles for the use of infrastructure 
is based on the principle of making the polluter pay. The system regulates the use 
of the transport network through pricing and has a better safety and pollution con-
trol record than the systems of other countries. 

 
 
Information and communication technology (ICT) 

The promotion of ICT resources in peripheral regions is recommended as a tool with 
which to create balanced growth in Europe. 
 
The statutory requirement for the Swiss telecoms industry to provide services for 
all was expanded in January 2003. All inhabitants, irrespective of their place of 
residence, must have equal access to digital communication options as well as an 
analogue telephone connection. 
 

 
Research and development (R&D) in a regional context 

As R&D activities have not made any significant spatial impact to date, the regional 
business base using R&D findings to create innovative products and increase output 
should be strengthened. Here, the focus should fall on improving the private sec-
tor's ability to apply innovative know-how: 
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• At the inter-regional level, knowledge centres should be established that are 
linked to European centres of excellence 

• As far as the funds available for R&D activities are concerned, ESPON 2.1.2 
recommends that the funding for framework programmes and the structural 
funds should be increased continuously until the Barcelona target (3% of GDP) 
has been reached 

• In addition, regional analysis of the relationship between business and science 
should be conducted, factoring in existing networks as well as strengths and 
weaknesses with regard to innovation and R&D capacity. 

 
 
Energy 

The most important challenges faced by the EU with regard to energy are as fol-
lows: 
• The Kyoto objectives for the reduction of greenhouse gases and the Gothen-

burg limits for acid-forming emissions demand strict measures to promote the 
rational use of energy, open up renewable energy sources and change the en-
ergy mix to less oil and coal products and more natural gas 

• Development of renewable energy sources for electricity generation 
• Further liberalisation of the European energy markets with free choice of pro-

vider as a condition for the creation of a successful single market for energy 
• Availability of trans-European networks as a condition for low-cost access to 

energy for the consumers in an expanded Europe. 
 
"EnergySwitzerland" is a programme launched by the Federal Council in order to 
implement Swiss energy and climate policies and introduce the sustainable use of 
energy. It promotes sustainable energy and the efficient use of energy. The objec-
tives of EnergySwitzerland are as follows: 
• The use of fossil fuels and CO2 emissions should fall by ten percent between 

2000 and 2010 
• Electricity consumption may grow by a maximum of five percent 
• Hydroelectric power production may not fall, despite the opening of the elec-

tricity market 
• The share of other renewable energy sources should continue to rise by 0.5 

terrawatt hours (TWh) or one percent of electricity generation and 3 TWh or 
three percent of heat production. 

 
On 22 September 2002, the Swiss voters rejected the Electricity Market Act (Elek-
trizitätsmarktgesetz) in a referendum. As a result, Switzerland does not have the 
legal basis from which to open up the market in a regulated way. The Federal 
Council wishes to enact new legislation on electricity generation in Switzerland by 
2007 at the latest. Switzerland is to be secured as a power hub before the domestic 
electricity market is gradually opened up. 

 
 
Local energy providers / energy price policy 

The trend towards establishing energy providers at a local level should be pro-
moted, as these providers could provide valuable information on the rational use of 
energy by businesses and private households and the use of local and renewable 
sources of energy. 
 

ESPON 2.1.4 proposes fixing energy prices at a national level, but launching incen-
tives that promote the use of renewable energy, e.g. the cultivation of plants to 
produce biofuel at a regional level. Another recommendation is to reform energy 
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taxation on the basis of ecological considerations and promoting the principle of 
free competition on the energy market. 

 
 
Development of renewable energies and local development 

The development of renewable energies can be approached in a decentralised way 
and have a very positive impact on the local labour market. Regional income can 
also be increased and local entrepreneurship promoted. 

 
 
International collaboration 

Territorial cohesion in Europe is to be promoted by the formulation and implemen-
tation of cross-border ecological and urban networks. Intensive collaboration is 
needed to connect these national networks. 

 
 
Research alliances 

Participation in INTERREG III offers Switzerland the opportunity to be involved in 
cross-border and inter-regional projects, which are also of interest to the country's 
cities and agglomerations. Almost 400 projects with Swiss participation have been 
started since the launch of INTERREG III in spring 2000.  

 
 
 
3.5  Need for action on the part of the Confederation 
 
3.5.1 Need for action with regard to spatial development policy  
 
In the fields of population, transport and agglomeration development, energy, agricul-
ture, information and telecommunication technologies, natural heritage, and natural and 
technological hazards, the Confederation has used statutory principles as a basis for di-
rectional policies and strategies and, in certain areas, has set up inventories and funding 
programmes that serve the implementation of objectives that are in the interests of 
Switzerland and also reflect ESPON recommendations. Consequently, with the exception 
of a few specific areas, there is no significant need for action on Swiss spatial develop-
ment policy. 
 
 
European collaboration 

As far as collaboration with the EU is concerned, Switzerland should intensify its 
ties with the EU and also participate in ongoing discussions on territorial cohesion. 
Participation in transnational projects (such as those under INTERREG IIIB) and any 
ESPON II remains very important. 

 
 
Spatial impact on Switzerland of EU structural funds  

ESPON 2.2.3 encourages the introduction of spatial compatibility and effectiveness 
tests for the structural funds in the EU area. It seems sensible to introduce a similar 
tool for the pre and post-evaluation of the Confederation's pilot projects under its 
agglomeration policy. Such a tool or the development of the necessary indicators 
could, for example, be delegated to the ARE's urban area monitoring programme. 
 

 
Rural areas 

Clear strategic development perspectives are needed to formulate a coherent policy 
for rural areas. As rural areas are extremely heterogeneous, the 2005 spatial de-
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velopment report of the ARE proposes a problem and potential-oriented spatial ty-
pology based on the accessibility of the closest agglomeration plus economic poten-
tial and the number of inhabitants. The proposed spatial classification differentiates 
between the following areas: 
• Peri-urban rural areas (only a short drive from the closest agglomeration), with 

peri-urban rural centres 
• Centres of Alpine tourism 
• Peripheral rural areas, with peripheral rural centres and small centres plus 

other peripheral and sparsely populated municipalities. 
 
The 2005 spatial development report and its spatial concept for Switzerland also 
summarise the future need for action in each of these three spatial categories. Spa-
tial planning policy is called upon to address the various development scenarios 
contained in the 2005 spatial development report, decide upon the development 
thrusts that are to be targeted, and implement appropriate planning and legislative 
measures. 
 
The Confederation must also continue and implement its monitoring programme of 
Switzerland's rural areas. 

 
 
 
3.5.2 Need for action on the part of research institutions 
 

The research done in Switzerland also covers the most important areas very well. 
However, there are still some open questions, which, once answered, could provide 
valuable information to the Confederation and serve as a basis for identifying alter-
natives for action in specific areas. 

 
 
Demographic trends 

Depopulation and the ageing of the population in EU-29 differ from country to 
country and from region type to region type. Every affected region must therefore 
take targeted action to "adjust its demographic circumstances" to its particular con-
text. This requires additional, detailed statistical analyses and scientific research at 
the level of smaller areas (e.g. small-scale population scenarios). 

 
 
Agglomerations 

Researchers and politicians will have to discuss whether the metropolitan regions 
and/or agglomerations should be regarded as separate entities with the authority to 
draw up their own agglomeration structural plans (which would sometimes cross 
cantonal borders). Such a discussion will necessarily lead to conflict with the can-
tons and the regional planning authorities. Ultimately, this would open up the ques-
tion of a new territorial and administrative division of Switzerland or at least the 
delegation of the planning authority of the cantons, regions, and municipalities to 
putative agglomeration associations. 

 
 
Transport / information and communication technology (ICT) 

It is still not clear which changes to the cost structure can be expected if only the 
marginal social costs are to be charged and the transport markets liberalised. Such 
political changes of tack could have different effects in different national contexts, 
depending on their point of departure and their scale. The assumption that users 
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react in the same way to all changes in the cost/price structure (e.g. with regard to 
fuel tax and direct road taxes) must still be empirically proven. 

 
ESPON 2.1.1 provides a list of open research questions, which must also be clarified 
in the Swiss context: 

• How can the contribution of transport and ICT policies to cohesion be meas-
ured?  

• How can the contribution of transport and ICT policies to polycentricity be 
measured?  

• What is the trade-off between scale economies of concentration and lower 
transport costs encouraging dispersion?  

• Do lower transport costs always encourage dispersion, is there an optimum 
level of transport or traffic intensity in the economy?  

• How can the conflicts between polycentricity at different levels be resolved?  
• How can policy be communicated between different levels of decision-making?  
• Is GDP per capita sufficient as a measure of regional well-being, or should more 

meaningful indicators of quality of life be included in the analysis? 
 
 
Research and development 

According to the recommendations of ESPON 2.1.2, researchers in the regions sur-
rounding the universities and other public research institutions should collaborate 
more closely with private-sector businesses in the region. 

 
 
Spatial impact on Switzerland of EU structural funds 

Researchers are called upon to investigate whether or not EU agricultural policy and 
the EU policy on rural development engender spatial impact that is also noticeable 
in Switzerland. 

 
 
Natural and technological hazards 

ESPON 1.3.1 identifies a need for future research (and for the production of maps) 
mainly to investigate the interaction between hazards and other areas, e.g. be-
tween oil catastrophes and individual economic sectors (such as tourism), between 
droughts and agriculture, and between floods and chemical factories (if chemicals 
are spilled into rivers).  
 
Another need is to investigate a way to better assess the spatial impact of climate 
change, how to represent the problems caused by this impact (e.g. risks, extent of 
damage), as well as the development of preventative solutions.  
 
In Switzerland, the need for research into natural and technological hazards is 
largely covered by the 2004-2007 research plan of the Federal Office for Civil Pro-
tection. The following topics are discussed under "risks": 
• Carrying out research concerning general risk assumptions and risk assess-

ments as the basis for a risk-based action plan  
• Natural hazards: Documenting the risk-specific impact of damage and the re-

sulting need for the provision of relief  
• Class A risks: Preparing guidelines for recording and decontaminating polluted 

areas and providing better forecasts of the impact of radiation  
• Class B risks: Developing methods and procedures for the rapid identification of 
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biological weapons and improving laboratory capacity  
• Class C risks: Research to improve detoxification procedures and test new sub-

stances  
• Special risks (e.g. electromagnetic pulse (EMP) and high-power microwave 

(HPM) weapons): Researching the special effects in order to determine defence 
options  

• Critical infrastructures: Examining the vulnerability of critical infrastructures 
and the consequences should large technical systems break down. 
 

These topics require urgent attention. 
 
 

Energy 
To date, the spatial impact of energy issues has not been researched sufficiently. 
Existing models assume that the energy supply will be adjusted to meet the de-
mand for energy driven by economic growth. These models see energy as a limiting 
factor of production rather than an important locational factor. A schedule of ap-
propriate practice-related research topics should be drawn up and the necessary 
research conducted to answer the open questions. 

 
 
The ESPON programme makes it clear that, despite a number of new findings on spatial 
development in Europe, there is still a considerable need for further research. This is also 
true of Switzerland, where spatial issues are currently not receiving enough attention 
from researchers. The targeted expansion of research capacities in this area would be 
welcome. 
 
 
 
3.5.3 Statistical requirements 
 
Some ESPON projects take no or only partial notice of the situation in Switzerland. One 
of the reasons for this that there was no available data at the level relevant for the 
analysis (FUA, NUTS 2 or NUTS 3), or that the data provided to Eurostat by the Swiss 
Federal Statistical Office (SFSO) was not available to the ESPON projects. In part, how-
ever, this is also the fault of the project teams who did not use the meta information de-
livered by the ESPON Data Navigator. 
 
ESPON 1.2.1 ("Transport trends") computed the "daily market accessibility" by private 
car and rail at the level of NUTS 3 regions (corresponding to the Swiss cantons). Here, 
gross domestic product (GDP) for 2000 was used as an indicator. The SFSO offers no 
cantonal-level GDP data, or at least no such data can be accessed via the Internet.  
 
ESPON 2.1.1 ("Transport policy impact") uses four main individual indicators for evaluat-
ing the impact of its scenarios on development potentials at the NUTS 3 level, i.e. "mass" 
(population density in 2021), "competitiveness" (GDP per capita in 2021), "connectivity" 
(multi-modal accessibility in 2021) and "development trend" (difference between GDP 
per capita in 2021 and 2001). Existing forecasts and scenarios already contain this data 
for the Swiss cantons or it was able to be calculated otherwise.  

 
ESPON 1.3.2 ("Natural heritage") took hardly any notice of the situation in Switzerland, 
apparently owing to a lack of available data. This is, however, a shortcoming on the part 
of the project team, as the SFSO had specifically compiled data on, for example, semi-
natural areas. A simple conversion of this data would have been sufficient to significantly 
improve the quality of the ESPON 1.3.2 report. The omission of the key "semi-natural ar-
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eas" indicator affects the entire final report, as this indicator is often analysed in conjunc-
tion with other indicators.  
 
ESPON 1.3.2 also contains no data on built-up areas at the NUTS 3 level (cantons), even 
though this is available for the cantons as part of the Swiss land use statistics. Data on 
livestock per hectare for Switzerland (as the only western European country) is also 
missing, but again, this data is available. In the interest of supporting effective collabora-
tion with ESPON, the SFSO should consider taking the initiative to provide the data "for-
gotten" by ESPON 1.3.2 to its authors for future use. 
 
The following table gives an overview of the statistical inconsistencies in the reports, 
which require clarification or correction: 
 
ESPON Data required Spatial level Remarks 

Number of bed places in hotels 
or similar establishments 2001 

Agglomerations 1.1.1 
 

Gross value added in manufac-
turing (industry) 2000 

Agglomerations 

The SFSO does not have the 
necessary mandate to compile 
this data in the required format, 
as the statistics agreement with 
the EU does not make any pro-
vision for the delivery of region-
alised data by Switzerland for 
the foreseeable future.  

Change in GDP per capita 
(1980-2001) 

Cantons (NUTS 3) 

Annual economic growth 
(1980-2001) 

Cantons (NUTS 3) 

Unemployment (1998, 1999, 
2000, 2001) 

Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

1.1.4 
 

  

(See remarks to 1.1.1) 
 

The SFSO has unemployment 
data for large regions. In the-
ory, this could be obtained for 
the cantons if the NUTS 2 data 
collected by the Swiss labour 
survey (SAKE) were to be fil-
tered, i.e. by reconciling the 
figures with the registers of 
unemployed persons. However, 
as the informative value of the 
registers kept by the different 
regional labour offices differs, 
the SFSO has not compiled 
such statistics to date. 

1.2.1 GDP (2000) Cantons (NUTS 3) (See remarks to 1.1.1) 
Percentage of households with 
a telephone  

Large regions 
(NUTS 2) 

Percentage of households with 
at least one mobile phone con-
tract  

Large regions 
(NUTS 2) 

Proportion of households with 
PCs  

Large regions 
(NUTS 2) 

Proportion of households with 
Internet access 

Large regions 
(NUTS 2) 

Proportion of households with 
broadband Internet access  

Large regions 
(NUTS 2) 

Proportion of companies with 
Internet access 

Large regions 
(NUTS 2) 

1.2.2 

Proportion of firms with own 
website 

Large regions 
(NUTS 2) 

ESPON 1.2.2 analyses only the 
NUTS 0 and NUTS 2 levels. As 
Switzerland has national but no 
NUTS 2 data on the indicators 
selected, Swiss circumstances 
could not be given sufficient at-
tention. It is not possible to 
close this gap using the (pub-
lished) statistics of the SFSO 
(indicators on Switzerland as 
an information society, Neuchâ-
tel 2004) and BAKOM (telecom-
munications statistics 2003, Bi-
enne 2004) either. A different 
way of evaluating the data 
gathered by the income and 
consumer survey could close 
this gap in part, but this cannot 
be done in the short term. 
Furthermore, the SFSO has not 
published any company-related 
data since 2002.  

2.1.3 Arable area for cereals Cantons (NUTS 3) 
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Arable area for oil seed Cantons (NUTS 3) 
Arable area for sugar Cantons (NUTS 3) 
Number of dairy cows (milk) Cantons (NUTS 3) 
Number of cattle (beef and 
veal) 

Cantons (NUTS 3) 

Number of sheep (sheep meat) Cantons (NUTS 3) 
Number of agricultural holdings 
(pig meat) 

Cantons (NUTS 3) 

Number of agricultural holdings 
(poultry meat) 

Cantons (NUTS 3) 

 

Number of agricultural holdings 
(eggs) 

Cantons (NUTS 3) 

ESPON 2.1.3 states that some 
data for Switzerland is available 
at a national level but not for 
the NUTS 3 level (cantons). 
However, some of this data is 
available at http://www.agr-
bfs.ch/ (based on the results of 
the 2003 agricultural structure 
survey). 
The SFSO should check the 
availability of the remaining 
data and provide this data to 
Eurostat. However it currently 
has no mandate for the deliv-
ery of regionalised data. 

GDP per inhabitants Cantons (NUTS 3) 
Gross value added in the agri-
cultural, industrial and service 
sectors (NACE 3) and especially 
in the textile industry (NACE 
17) 

Cantons (NUTS 3) 

Household income Cantons (NUTS 3) 
Population by age and sex Cantons (NUTS 3) 

2.2.3 

Unemployment rate Cantons (NUTS 3) 

This GDP data is not available 
from the SFSO, nor does the 
SFSO plan to provide it in the 
future. 
Current data sources do not al-
low the calculation of house-
hold income per canton. 
Eurostat does not require popu-
lation structure data according 
to gender and age and this is 
thus unavailable via New-
Cronos. The SFSO can, in prin-
ciple, deliver this data if re-
quested to do so by Eurostat. 
The required module would 
then have to be added to the 
database. 

Level of energy self-sufficiency Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

Share of thermal sources in 
electricity production 

Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

Share of industrial consumption 
in final energy consumption 

Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

Electricity prices for industry Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

Proportion of electricity gener-
ated by renewables  

Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

Wind and biomass potential in 
final electricity consumption  

Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

Share of employed persons in 
energy sector in total industrial 
employment 

Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

2.1.4 

Estimated impact of 10% de-
crease in energy prices on re-
gional GDP 

Large regions and 
cantons (NUTS 2 
and 3) 

National data is available on 
many energy indicators, but 
there is no data at the NUTS 2 
level. Some statistics are avail-
able at the NUTS 3 level, e.g. 
for heat energy transfer plants 
(http://www.energie-schweiz. 
ch/ imperia/md/content/teil-
statistiken/25.pdf) 
 
According to the Swiss Federal 
Office of Energy (SFOE) there 
is no regionalised data on en-
ergy consumption for Switzer-
land, although both the cantons 
and the SFOE would be inter-
ested in having such data. Pre-
vious efforts and projects to 
compile regionalised statistics 
failed mainly owing to the high 
costs of procurement, as this 
would require a direct survey 
among consumers (households 
and business premises). 
 
Energy statistics are not cov-
ered by the statistics agree-
ment with the EU. 
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This overview shows that there is a great need to harmonise Swiss and EU statistics. The 
Swiss Federal Statistical Office and the Swiss Federal Office of Energy should be given 
additional financial and personnel resources to close this gap and prepare a comprehen-
sive analysis of the situation in Switzerland in order to provide the ESPON II projects 
with data that can be compared with data from the rest of Europe. 
 
As early as 1993, the Federal Council acknowledged the necessity of negotiating with the 
EU and expressing common interests in a bilateral statistical agreement. This was the 
subject of the joint declaration on additional negotiations in the final document to all 
seven bilateral agreements of 1999 (leftovers). The intent of the agreement was to guar-
antee the publication of all statistical data on Switzerland that is compatible with data 
from the rest of Europe by the EU statistics office (Eurostat). To this end the agreement 
makes provision for a step-by-step and realistic adjustment of Swiss statistics to the EU 
system. The statistics agreement thus mandates Swiss politicians to release the funds 
required to close the present gaps in statistical information. 
 
Collaboration with the EU on redefining the FUAs should also be pursued. The current in-
dicators used to delineate the agglomerations should subsequently be replaced by the 
European standard. The Swiss Federal Statistical Office should endeavour to improve the 
data to such an extent that comparability with EU data is guaranteed.  
 
 
 

4 SUMMARY / OUTLOOK  
 
Although this report often mentioned omissions, gaps and mistakes, the overall outcome 
of the 15 final reports on the ESPON projects, i.e. half of the total, is positive. The ESPON 
programme has generated a wide base of new knowledge on important topics associated 
with European spatial development, and has provided an overview of the spatial struc-
tures, disparities and development potential in the regions of the European continent that 
has never existed before. This overview, summarised in many maps and based on scien-
tific hypotheses, is a valuable basis for the creation of future European as well as national 
spatial development strategies. 
 
Participation in ESPON has provided Switzerland with a host of valuable information on 
large-scale demographic, transport, and other trends as well as the impact of EU policies 
(e.g. agriculture, research and development, structural funds, etc.). As Switzerland is 
also affected by the development of Europe as a whole, the results of the ESPON projects 
provide an excellent basis for fitting the country's spatial development into a broader 
context. 
 
The fact that Switzerland did not always receive the attention it deserved in these analy-
ses due to partially or totally unavailable information does not detract from the impor-
tance of its participation in the ESPON programme. On the contrary, awareness of the 
need to harmonise statistical data, the challenges faced by national spatial research, and 
the upcoming round of decisions regarding spatial development policy should be motiva-
tion enough to participate in future ESPON projects ("ESPON II"). This will help to close 
the existing gaps in our knowledge of Switzerland's status and role in European spatial 
development. 
Scientific collaboration will be expanded under ESPON II. This will include the following 
areas: 

• Stronger focus on spatial potential and the functional particularities of cities and 
regions 
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• Expanded monitoring of spatial development ("spatial observation") to serve as a 
policy development "knowledge base" by defining and selecting core spatial indi-
cators  

• Enhancement of and differentiation between methods used to carry out various 
integrated spatial analyses 

• Development of tools to measure the spatial effectiveness of sectoral policies 
based on the results of previous ESPON projects 

• Continued expansion of the ESPON database with the addition of regionalised data  

• Ongoing development of innovative cartography methods, maps, and diagrams to 
support the documentation of final results. 

 
An additional 15 final project reports and in-depth studies will be published when the 
ESPON programme ends in December 2006. In addition to the findings of the present re-
port, an overall assessment of Switzerland's participation in the ESPON programme can 
then be prepared (around spring/summer 2007). Such an assessment will serve as the 
basis for Switzerland's participation in ESPON II. 




