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 INTRODUCTION 

Mountain areas represent 24% of the earthôs surface, where 12% of the 

worldôs population lives. An additional 14% of the worldôs population lives 

next to mountains. Mountains therefore influence the lives of many people 

and many regions; these are not only peripheral, poor, and underprivileged 

regions becaus e mountain areas also include rich tourism and urban 

centers. As Messerli and Ives (1997) determined, mountains are important 

for at least half of mankind because of their water potential and potential 

for generating electricity, for their agricultural and  forestry products, and 

because of their biological and cultural diversity.  

During this time of global tourism development and pronounced climate 

changes, formerly underprivileged areas have increased in importance, 

which was shown by the United Nations Co nference on Environment and 

Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, which dedicated special 

attention to mountain areas. This is also understandable because these 

areas are rich in diverse natural resources due to their morphology and they 

present many  developmental and planning challenges.  

In general, mountain areas are more sparsely settled, the population is 

concentrated in narrow valleys, and the use of space is also very limited. 

Living conditions are encumbered by difficult accessibility as well a s harsh 

natural conditions, especially conditioned by the harsher climate and the 

danger of natural disasters.  

Parts of the Alps are experiencing a phase of depopulation and decline: 

marginal areas are being abandoned, traditional activities are being 

forg otten, and people are moving from villages to lower - lying valleys or to 

tourism -oriented towns. Here people find better jobs, more leisure 

opportunities, and better access to the facilities they need. Depopulation 

and sparsely populated areas impoverish th e territorial, socioeconomic, and 

cultural capital of mountain regions. Pursuing traditional and unsustainable 

policies (such as winter tourism, vacation houses, and unsustainable use of 

natural resources) does not offer long - term prospects for small towns  and 

their inhabitants. Alpine space faces ecological dangers related to problems 

such as garbage collection, road traffic, the esthetic impact of tourism -

oriented settlements, resorts and ski infrastructure, and massive 

consumption of land and environment al resources.  

This problem affects the entire Alpine space and its entire territorial 

structure. In fact, 45% of the population lives in small villages and small 

towns scattered across the mountains and frequently isolated from major 

towns (such as Grenobl e, Innsbruck, and Trent) and European MEGACities 

(such as Milan, Munich, Vienna, Lyon, Zurich, and Ljubljana). New 

development prospects for small villages and towns appear to be the most 

important challenge for Alpine space, demanding the redefinition of the 

current structure into a more comprehensive network -based polycentric 

system of settlements/urban centers. This means recognizing the ñcentrality 

1 
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of peripheralò Alpine space in its diverse parts, promoting territorial 

development of mountain regions in  an innovative way, based on the Lisbon 

Strategy in a creative and multifunctional territorial -use perspective.  

Maintaining the population in mountain areas is crucial not only for 

economic survival and new development of the area, but also for the 

balance  of other territories in order to deal with environmental risks and 

water - resource management, biodiversity, and preservation of cultural 

landscapes and heritage.  

Thus the main objectives of the project Competitiveness Actions and Policies 

for Alpine Citie s (CAPACities) are to implement operative strategies and 

tools to promote innovative actions aimed at strengthening the role of small 

centers in an integrated spatial system. This project aims to:  

1.  Equip small Alpine towns to pursue the Lisbon Strategy with  a territorial 

perspective, applied at the local level, and to promote innovative urban 

activities and functions;  

2.  Promote integrated spatial strategies for sustainable development and 

enhancement of small towns in a global context (by using existing tools 

and resources in an integrated and complementary way);  

3.  Strengthen relations among small Alpine towns in order to improve their 

attractiveness and competitiveness, including improved relations with 

Metropolitan European Growth Areas (MEGA Alpine cities).  

In  particular, some special actions will be taken, with the goal of:  

o Promoting innovative actions and tools in urban or territorial plans;  

o Promoting innovative actions for gender policies (women, young people, 

and the elderly) by participation in territorial  development processes;  

o Creating integrated strategic local actions and plans to improve citizensô 

quality of life and the competitiveness of Alpine centers;  

o Building up projects to exploit Alpine resources related to cultural, 

environmental, landscape, to urism, and local economic assets.  

Shared strategies, integrated into territorial plans at various levels (regional 

and local), assist communities in enhancing efforts directed at the stability 

of the population, promoting opportunities for economic develop ment, 

creating facilities and services like those in larger towns by expanding the 

circle of potential users, and creating alliances at the local level and with 

strong cities. Activities in pilot areas will be oriented toward concrete 

outputs with the invo lvement of local communities and administrations.  

An integrated methodological approach will be adopted to combine and 

favor dialogue among the diverse research areas needed to investigate and 

apply new and appropriate tools to address the main project the me 

(integrated urban policies and actions). At the same time, a range of public 

administrations with authority at various territorial levels (regional and 

local) will be involved in the operative activities of the project, especially 

local and regional pub lic administrations that have full authority in spatial 

planning and supporting local development.  
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Scheme 1: Basic information on the CAPACities project.  

 

Full name of the project: Competitiveness Actions and Policies for Alpine 
Cities 
Acronym: CAPACities 
Program: Interreg Alpine Space 2007ɀ2013 
Priority 1:  Competitiveness and Attractiveness of Alpine Space 
Total Budget:  Αφȟϋψυȟψφτ 
Duration:  from October 2008 to March 2011, 30 months 
Partnership:  n.10 ɀ Lombardy Region (LP), DI Herbert Liske (AT), 
Scientific Research Center of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts 
(SI), National Tourism Association (SI), Town Planning Institute of 
Grenoble (FR), Adviser in Architecture, Regional Planning and 
Environment of Vaucluse (FR), Langhe Monferrato Roero Local 
$ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ !ÇÅÎÃÙ ɉ)4Ɋȟ 6ÁÌÌÅ Äȭ!ÏÓÔÁ 2ÅÇÉÏÎ ɉ)4Ɋȟ 0ÉÅÄÍÏÎÔ 2ÅÇÉÏÎ 
ɉ)4Ɋȟ 'ÒÁÕÂİÎÄÅÎ #ÁÎÔÏÎ ɉ#(Ɋ 
Objectives: the project aims to promote the potential of Alpine Space 
Small Local Urban Centers (AS SLUCs) through an integrated and 
transnational approach using innovative urban policies and actions and 
by creating alliances with the neighboring MEGAs and stronger 
territories. 
The project aspires to promote a new approach to territorial governance 
sharing a view capable of integrating various issues (multifunctional 
urban uses, environment and culture, tourism) in spatial development 
strategies. 
Outputs: operative tools and specific polices to promote innovative urban 
activities pursuing the Lisbon Strategy applied at the territorial level and 
instruments to support planners in promoting an integrated approach 
oriented toward enhancing local potentials in territorial planning 
processes. 
Main Activities:  WP1 Project Preparation; WP2 Project Management; 
WP3 Information and Publicity; WP4 Alpine Towns Survey; WP5 
Operational Tools; WP6 Pilot Actions (n.22); WP7 AS-LUC innovative 
pack 
Website: www.capacities-alpinespace.eu 
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The results of this project will be used by regional and local administrations, 

policy -makers, and s takeholders for territorial projects and integrated 

actions related to various aspects (territorial, social, cultural, economical, 

environmental, etc.). The pilot experiences will be transferred as best 

practices to the local authorities of the Alpine area s involved in order to 

share and disseminate them. Roundtables, workshops, and discussion 

groups will be organized with local stakeholders and decision -makers (a list 

of local stakeholders will be created in the first phase of the project, and a 

list of ta rget groups will be completed in the last phase for future 

implementation of CAPACities results) to favor the sustainability of decisions 

and strategies in a participative process.  

This project intends to promote integrated territorial and urban policies 

mainly by enhancing existing tools and defining indicators to represent the 

specific features and trends of the Alps.  

The integrated approach will be strengthened by vertical and horizontal 

cooperation, which is guaranteed by the work of different partners in the 

same area. The project promotes multi - scalar networking and a new 

approach to territorial governance with a common point of view capable of 

integrating various issues (risk management, biodiversity, cultural heritage, 

facilities, etc.) in spatial -development strategies.  

The projectôs aims will be achieved by different activities in seven work 

packages (WPs). The first three are operational (Project Preparation, Project 

Management, and Information and Publicity) and the remaining four WPs 

will deal wi th concrete problems and activities:  

WP 4 (Alpine Towns Survey) will provide a better common understanding in 

the transnational group on the main project issues and establish the 

interdisciplinary scientific and operative framework, database, and 

instrumen ts for Operational Tools (WP5) and Pilot Actions (WP6).  

WP 5 (Operational Tools) will focus on concrete instruments for improving 

the role of small towns pursuing specific objectives at the local level (based 

on WP4 SWOT Analysis) and promoting innovative actions (also based on 

WP4 results), and later applied in diverse pilot actions by the project 

partners.  

WP 6 (Pilot Actions) will represent the concrete application of the main tools 

of the CAPACities project to experiment with their usefulness and 

effect iveness in order to achieve the main project objectives in order to 

strengthen the role of AS SLUCs in an integrated spatial system.  

WP 7 (Alpine Space Small Local Urban Center, AS SLUC, innovative pack) 

will contain the main transnational results of the p roject and propose a set 

of operative tools that can be applied in diverse territorial situations in 

mountain areas. WP 7 will provide documentation and materials for 

dissemination of activities and capitalizing on CAPACities results in order to 

assure the  long - lasting effects of the project. Its outputs will be useful to 
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and used by administration and stakeholders interested in territorial 

planning processes or projects to improve competitiveness in Alpine space.  

In line with this, the methodological docum ent is intended to address key 

problem groups that the CAPACities project will deal with and to present 

basic methodological and theoretical points of departure.  

This document deals with the key issues of competitiveness and 

attractiveness, which are close ly connected to the economic growth of a 

given region. We have therefore presented the key economic growth factors 

that must be taken into account in seeking possible development 

instruments. In doing so, we sought to highlight the special features that 

we  can witness in small towns and in mountain areas. We also prepared an 

overview of relevant analyses and documents, which served as a basis for 

defining small Alpine centers.  

Our definition of small Alpine urban centers relied on two basic criteria: the 

nu mber of inhabitants, which defines a small local urban center as opposed 

to a rural area or major urban center (functional urban areas, or FUAs), and 

job density, which expresses the degree of centrality for a given area. We 

also took into account elevatio n because this is key to understanding the 

special features of the Alpine area. Based on this, we prepared the AS SLUC 

map, which features all of the small Alpine centers within the Alpine 

Convention area. The only exception is Germany, for which we were u nable 

to obtain job -density data. Because the map has a small scale, we prepared 

a detailed list of selected AS SLUCs in Appendix 1. The appendices also 

include a short terminological dictionary (Appendix 2), which will help 

harmonize the terminology in th e project, and partnersô responses to an 

additional questionnaire on selected pilot regions that guided us in seeking 

the best measures for defining AS SLUCs (Appendix 3).  

The concluding section of this methodological document focuses on the 

problems that we became aware of while preparing it and which will have to 

be addressed in future phases of carrying out the project.  
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 SCIENTIFIC CONSIDERATIONS 

 2.1 The Competitiveness and Attractiveness of the Alpine Region 

Exacerbated conditions on international markets, the increased 

competitiveness of global corporations, and ever -new developmental and 

technological achievements constantly present new challenges to 

companies, towns, and regions. They can meet these challenges only with 

an adequate and sufficient ly trained workforce, quality structure of products 

and services, innovation, and high productivity.  

Constantly seeking balance between the level of job security and labor -

market flexibility, between traditional and innovative production factors, 

and betwe en domestic and foreign capital demands continually new 

endeavors by towns and regions for more competitive institutional 

arrangements and more effective development strategies. Innovative 

development strategies provide regional actors with support for eff ective 

participation in international markets or in creating attractiveness that will 

provide them with sufficient revenue for survival and growth. These 

strategies cannot only be an experiment with a momentary response to the 

conditions that have arisen, but must, in addition to effectively facing 

existing challenges, also ensure long - term developmental, economic, social, 

and environmental sustainability. From this perspective, each region must 

fully examine its developmental resources and potentials, its capabilities, 

and its opportunities.  

Alongside modern development trends, the competitiveness of regions and 

towns is also reflected in high flexibility and adaptability to newly arisen 

circumstances; in order to achieve this, they require a highly trained  

workforce and institutional structures that can operate to create new 

opportunities and overcome potential obstacles.  

Modern developmental trends are increasingly reflected in support for 

greater developmental poles, whereas maintaining territorial equili brium is 

somewhat left in the background. The focus is on preserving the innovation 

potentials of large regional metropolises and the revitalization of old towns. 

New developmental initiatives are especially connected to science and 

technology parks, where  the potential for good communications is at the 

forefront. Developmental funds are primarily allocated to investments in 

science and research as an incentive to strengthen endogenous 

developmental potentials, whereas fewer resources are directed toward 

developmentally weaker areas (Piry 1992).  

Although the role of developmental poles is incontestable, it raises many 

questions connected with their long - term competitiveness, and even more 

so in connection with social and environmental issues. From this 

persp ective, in addition to developmental poles, it is also necessary to 

strengthen a suitable network of small towns that are considerably more 

suitable with regard to sustainability and in many areas are also the only 

2 
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existing ones. Alongside the effective us e of existing regional resources and 

potentials, as well as a mutually connected and complementary network, 

such towns are able to achieve a sufficiently high level of competitiveness, 

providing them a decent livelihood. Seen in this light, in addition to poles of 

growth it is necessary to ensure a settlement system that will allow normal 

social development and, while respecting economic rights and social and 

ecological limitations, will provide the highest possible quality of life for 

residents. It is nece ssary to establish a polycentric system of development 

that will serve as the basis for a new territorial administrative division as 

part of the urban network of broader European space (Piry 1992).  

 

 

Figure 1: European territory: Physical view and integra tion (ESPON Atlas 

2006, 9).  

 

Because of difficult connections with one another, insufficient internal 

functional and regional connectivity, and unequal infrastructure, especially 

regarding the range and quality of services, the existing network of Alpine 

towns is still too ineffective to be able to actually speak about an effective 

polycentric basis; consequently, the reduced level of competitiveness is 

palpable.  
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Figure 2: Metropolises and their agglomerations in the Alpine Arc (Transport 

and Mobility in the Alps 2007, 40).  

 

Figure 3: Accessibility of inhabitants in the Alpine Arc (Favry and Pfefferkorn 
2005, cited in Transport and Mobility in the Alps 2007, 46).  
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Figure 4: Accessibility of European regions and cities (ESPON Atlas 2006, 

39).  

The function al improvement of towns must be upgraded simultaneously 

with diversification of the economic structure of individual towns, with 

strengthening their innovative character, and by placing towns in a broader 

spatial, social, and production -distribution contex t. Alongside regional 

network architecture (capital, intensity of competitiveness, size and sectoral 

composition of companies in the region, and workforce training), other 

factors are becoming increasingly more important; these are highly 

dependent on moti vation, cooperation, and communication relations among 

actors that transmit information about innovations at the local level, 

primarily through personal, informal contacts (Rºsch 2000, 162). 

With regard to everything stated above, the competitiveness of an  area, 

town, or region can be understood as the capacity for successful operation 

regardless of the circumstances in which the area (or town or region) is 

located. In the broader sense, the operational success can be understood as 

economic growth. In many regards, this expresses the economic position of 

a region and is probably the most important development indicator.  

Economic growth can be defined as increasing the economic capacity to 

produce goods and provide services, which is expressed in growth in th e 

populationôs prosperity (Internet 1; Deardorffôs Glossary ... 2005). 



 òCAPACitiesó Methodological Document 

éé               éééééééééééééééééééééééé 

  éééééééé 
   

 
12 

 

Figure 5: Economic concentration and balanced growth (ESPON Atlas 2006, 

17).  

In an economy without technological advance, production depends on 

invested capital and labor. According t o neoclassical growth theory, 

production per worker can increase only if the quantity of capital per worker 

also increases and, if growth per employee is desired, then capital must 

grow more quickly than the labor - force supply. Production per employee will  

grow in line with the capital invested (capital deepening), although it will be 

increasingly smaller due to the law of diminishing returns. When growth 

stops completely, growth of capital is no longer important because it results 

in long - term equilibrium.  On the other hand, with an increase in capital, 

production can continue to grow because new capital can replace worn -out 

machinery and ensure the necessary capital for employing a new labor 

force. Following this model, production can increase without limi t if there is 

sufficient capital and labor force, and production per worker grows with 

capital deepening, although only until equilibrium between capital and labor. 

Further growth momentum is made possible by technical advance because, 

with equilibrium of capital and labor, production per employee can 

nonetheless grow, but only if technological advance is greater than zero 

(Armstrong and Taylor 2000). This type of process takes place not only 

within companies; economic growth can also be observed outside a given 

area. A number of early studies were dedicated to this subject (North 1965; 

Tiebout 1965; Perloff and Wingo 1965), and doubts soon arose regarding 
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the stimulation of regional growth as the only possible solution (Leven 

1965).  

Neoclassical growth theo ry anticipates that a free market leads to an 

equalization of regional revenue per inhabitant because growth is greater in 

less -developed regions than in wealthy regions. Regional differences that 

are the result of different technical advance between regio ns, inter - regional 

differences in growth of capital stock (i.e., the entire amount of physical 

capital that is available in a given area, whether at the regional or state 

level; Deardorffôs Glossary ... 2005), and various structures and quantities 

of labor  force (Armstrong and Taylor 2000, 71) should equalize in the long 

run given unimpeded mobility of production factors. An essential condition 

for this is the flexibility of production factors because only this can equalize 

revenue between various regions i n the long term.  

Poor regions generally have a shortage of capital and an excess labor force. 

Work is poorly paid and so workers seek to settle and work in wealthier 

regions where wages are higher. This flow increases the labor supply in 

more -developed reg ions, which gradually causes reductions in wages. On 

the other hand, due to diminishing returns in more -developed regions and a 

cheaper labor force, capital prefers to invest in poorer regions, where it 

anticipates greater profits. This cycle continues unt il returns and wages are 

equalized in both types of regions. Technology, which is not tied to such a 

cycle, has a special place in this. Because the majority of research 

institutions are concentrated in more -developed regions, the most 

innovations are also  engendered there. From this perspective, less -

developed regions are bound to purchasing technology, which can rapidly 

make up for their technological lag.  

Newer perspectives on the neoclassical model of regional growth draw 

attention to the importance of human capital as a key factor in determining 

the production capacity of a given economy. The scope of human capital 

indicates a regionôs capacity to introduce new technologies ï even if 

technology were available everywhere, its effective use would depend o n 

human capital, and this is also important in creating a regionôs own 

technological development. In addition to physical and human capital, the 

institutional environment of a region also contributes to its capacity to 

create and absorb technical developme nt (Armstrong and Taylor 2000).  

In reality, the neoclassical growth theory has proven to be inappropriate 

because equalization between regions occurs exceptionally slowly or not at 

all. Instead, cumulative causality and the agglomeration trend connected 

with it are becoming increasingly evident (S¿dekum 2003). 

The basic cause of the failure or departure from the expectations of 

neoclassical growth theory is the inflexibility of production factors. These 

are often tied to a specific environment and cannot be  transferred. 

Neoclassical theory ascribes too much significance to supply and neglects 

demand. Therefore a number of theories have developed that seek to 
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improve upon these deficiencies. North (1965) and Tiebout (1965) created a 

model based on export as a n essential component of regional growth. They 

believed that regional growth was strongly tied to the exploitation of 

regional raw materials and their export. On the other hand, Kaldor (1970, 

cited in Horvat 2003 and Armstrong and Taylor 2000) ascribes lev erage for 

regional growth to regional specialization, which enables a region to exploit 

advantages of economy of scale. With specialization and technological 

innovations, a region improves its competitiveness, which increases demand 

for the goods that it p roduces. Consequently, this increases the revenue 

that a region reinvests in the production cycle. Specialization and the 

differentiation of successful regions connected with it contribute to further 

consolidating an advantageous position and increasingly greater 

accumulation of competitive advantages. In this, Kaldorôs model greatly 

approaches the cumulative causality model developed by Myrdal (1957) and 

Hirschman (1958) (both cited in Horvat 2003). In their opinion, all 

economic activities demonstrate a t endency toward spatial concentration. 

This causes unequal growth and the formation of variously developed 

regions. Kaldorôs model is similar to the growth pole model developed by 

Perroux (1965; cf. Horvat 2003). It proceeds from the assumption that key 

bra nches of industry attract other activities, which, similar to the idea of 

new industrial districts, should lead to the agglomeration of activities.  

New theories of endogenous growth proceed from the conviction that global 

trade is not based on cooperation between countries but that interaction 

between functional regions is of key importance. Consequently, changes at 

the global and state level can be understood as a process that depends on 

local dynamics operating at the regional level. Endogenous economic g rowth 

is based on the investment sources that the region itself creates. The 

aggregate growth macro -models indicate that the level of economic growth 

is affected by investments in production capital, infrastructure, education 

(human capital), and research and development. The triggered cumulative 

process can lead to self -sustaining or automatic deepening of a crisis or to 

continuous growth, which in the long term can be reflected in location 

pattern changes, which regions experience as continual changes in regional 

structures. Of key importance are especially technological and 

organizational changes, which encompass education, learning, regional 

leadership structure and organization, and government activities (Karlsson, 

Johansson, and Stough 2001).  

Endogenou s growth models focus on the micro - foundations of the 

accumulation process, studying private and social costs and the effects of 

investment in physical capital, training (human capital), or technical 

advance (knowledge capital) (Horvat 2003). Specifically,  investment 

strengthens capital stability, in which it is of key importance that the 

exchange of various types of capital does not result in its long - term 

reduction. From this point of view, natural resources can diminish if at the 

same time there is an in creased inventory of built goods (buildings, 

infrastructure, machinery) or human capital (education) (Beutel 2003).  
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Figure 6: Regional specialization in Europe (ESPON Atlas 2006, 23).  

 

New insights on economic growth are expanding the list of possible fa ctors 

that influence growth, and at the same time individual factors are being 

examined more thoroughly. Traditional factors such as labor, capital, and 

technology are being joined by a series of new ones coming from theories of 

human and social capital, i nstitutional connectedness and networking, and 

innovations as the most important vehicles for growth. Increasingly greater 

significance is being ascribed to the flow of information, which is enabled by 

spatial proximity and rapid development of telecommuni cations 

infrastructure. The key factors also include knowledge, which is understood 

as a public good. Growing knowledge in a particular center (company, 

place, region) creates a spillover effect of scientific knowledge into the 

environment, which is genera lly reflected in growing revenue for the entire 

economy and consequently influences further economic growth (Karlsson, 

Johansson, and Stough 2001).  
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Figure 7: Knowledge function (ESPON Atlas 2006, 25).  

 

 

Figure 8: European cluster of competitiveness and  innovation (ESPON Atlas 

2006, 27).
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Because these factors differ by region, and their equalization is 

encumbered, if not completely prevented, by the immobility of production 

factors, it must in any case be expected that regional differences in 

economic gr owth will also exist in the future. Such tendencies can also be 

revealed by the detailed study of selected economic growth factors, among 

which we analyze agglomeration, human capital, social capital, innovation, 

networks, and environmental capital in grea ter detail.  

 

Agglomeration  

Every social formation shapes its own spatial structure. Nonetheless, certain 

parallels can be drawn between various periods and various civilizations 

and, more narrowly, between regions. One basic parallel is non -uniform 

density  of settlement and activities. A glance at history reveals that cores of 

denser settlement formed very early on, where the first civilizations arose; 

for example, along the Euphrates and Tigris, the lower Nile, and so on, 

where humankind experienced its fi rst rapid ascents. The fundamental 

cause of their rapid development was this very density of settlement and 

concentration of activity; in addition to activities necessary for everyday 

survival, this enabled the formation of social strata and professions 

dedicated to spiritual and cultural development and to social administration 

(priests, the political elite, and social welfare). Rising industry further 

contributed to the concentration of people and various activities because 

this was no longer based on fav orable natural conditions but instead 

occurred due to job concentration, which attracted new residents, and these 

in turn became the target group for many other activities. Thus the first 

concentration of production forces and capital enabled and promoted further 

development because the geographical proximity of people and businesses 

(activities) reduces the costs of producers and users, and enables greater 

specialization and the greater production efficiency associated with this. 

Growing density strengthen s the flow of information, ideas, and knowledge, 

which represent a development impulse important for raising companiesô 

competitiveness and innovativeness.  

Agglomeration trends in settlement structure act according to the principal 

ñLarge numbers come to large places:ò 

1.  Concentration of population and activities creates additional use factors, 

which opens new opportunities for developing specialized activities;  

2.  Marginal production values of location factors, which reflect marginal 

losses and obstacles connec ted with supply of energy and raw materials 

to a given area, generally grow;  

3.  Every new user function or location factor combines with previously 

existing ones, leading to investments in additional inter - locational (inter -

town) infrastructure systems and la nd arrangement systems, stimulating 

new demand and growth in already -existing infrastructure areas 

(Bºkemann 1982, 180). 
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A network of activities is shaped that provide for the operation of the 

concentrated system, specifically (Armstrong and Taylor 2000, 1 05ï106):  

o An effective transport system that provides for regular supply of raw 

materials and distribution of products, and enables daily commuting;  

o A well -organized labor market with a large supply of workers with diverse 

educations;  

o A working social syste m and representation of government institutions;  

o Legal and market services (lawyers, accountants, advisors);  

o Cultural and recreational activities that attract highly educated managers 

and specialists;  

o A background of financial and development organizations  that invest in 

new products and processes.  

Because of various opportunities, which increase further with the magnitude 

of concentration, urban agglomerations are increasingly attractive 

environments for non ïtown dwellers because they offer more freedom an d 

more opportunities for development. Although the trends have reversed 

somewhat with suburbanization, on the other hand this means increased 

influence of agglomeration outwards and gradual inclusion of territories into 

a synergistically operating organism . 

Agglomeration effects in urban cores are largely dependent on the degree of 

connection of economic activities with local input and output markets. Three 

types of economic activities can be differentiated on this basis:  

1.  Activities that are closely connect ed with the urban center, especially to 

the central government (e.g., the main airport or port);  

2.  Activities that are not strongly connected with the urban center, known 

as ñfootloose activities,ò which include the majority of industries and 

post -secondary educational institutions;  

3.  Activities that are not connected to the urban center, but to services and 

the population located in the urban core, which especially includes the 

service sector (Elhorst et al. 1999, 20).  

Total concentration of the population and  economic activities is primarily 

prevented by the lack of land and its price as well as high costs due to 

congestion. Maximum prosperity is achieved in a given area when the 

marginal social cost of the additional population is equalized with the 

marginal social revenue of that population ï at that point, the townôs 

growth should stop. However, private owners only look at private marginal 

cost and private marginal revenue. As long as the latter is greater than the 

former, the town will attract residents (El horst et al. 1999, 17).  

According to Schlªger-Zirlik (2003), additional reasons for the concentration 

of activities are the needs to reduce economic and technological 

uncertainty, needs for the spatial proximity of related companies, and the 

necessity of p ersonal contacts for exchanging information and the creating 

new knowledge.  
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However, concentration is characteristic not only of urban centers, but it 

can also be found in agricultural production; for example, in the 

concentration of arable land in areas w hose flat relief is most suitable for 

cultivation.  

The spatial concentration of activities is therefore one of the key 

characteristics of todayôs economy that, in addition to numerous 

advantages, also has some negative effects. Namely, rapidly developing 

centers can find themselves caught between overpopulation, pollution, high 

land prices, and high wages. These create new disproportions between 

regions because the accumulation of capital and people increases regional 

differences; in addition, their influen ce transforms the entire sphere of 

influence. They therefore represent some kind of antipodes to regional 

policy and promotion of sustainable development, and they also negate 

traditional regional growth theory. This poses a key development question: 

wheth er the free market should be allowed to have its way and make 

possible further concentration of activities, or whether one should aim for 

economic de -concentration and the associated endeavors for harmonious 

regional development. Empirical studies (S¿dekum 2003) have established 

a close mutual dependency between agglomeration and economic growth. 

An efficiency -based development policy will therefore allow agglomeration 

or even promote it, and it will then redistribute profit in the form of revenue 

transfers . In contrast, regional policy aims at more uniform distribution of 

economic activities and population. This assistance cannot be understood as 

assistance to peripheral regions in catching up to leading areas, but as 

assistance to the entire state in more effectively organizing its territory and 

thereby providing long - term stability and a sustainable orientation (Elhorst 

et al. 1999, 27 ï28). However, in a period of stagnation or recession such 

redistribution of centers of growth is relatively expensive; it is easier to do 

this during a high -growth period. In addition, the effects of de -

concentration are experienced only by the margins of the centers, and only 

rarely by peripheral parts of the country (Elhorst at al. 1999, 18). Because 

of this, regional polic y that aims at developmental balance of the countryôs 

territory impedes the development of rapidly growing centers, which are 

recognized as the basic generators of development; however, it still has not 

been entirely ascertained whether the benefits that p eripheral regions 

receive from this outweigh the shortcomings created.  

Although the agglomeration effects could not be neglected within Alpine 

space, some specifics can be also mentioned that are characteristic for 

mountain regions. Within Alpine space, ap propriate land for building and 

economic activity is very limited and thus agglomeration has its limits. Not 

only is the lack of proper land of crucial importance, but also low population 

density, which prevents agglomeration tendencies because the inhabit ants 

that could migrate to the centers are few and the critical number of 

potential consumers is also very low.  
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In this relation, agglomeration could take place only to a smaller extent, 

limited mainly to some administrative and economic centers. Consideri ng 

Alpine spaces per se, on the one hand they have the same center -periphery 

relations as other areas do, but on the other hand Alpine centers could be 

perceived as peripheral in the broader context of global center -periphery 

relations. They lack a critica l mass of consumers, intellectuals, and services, 

and are exposed to influences of much larger centers on the outskirts of 

Alpine space. Consequently, agglomeration economics is limited, insufficient 

services do not attract additional businesses, and great er gravitation 

tendencies can be regarded solely in relation to larger centers outside the 

Alps.  

 

Human capital  

The growing role of society in spatial and economic development leads to 

the need for increasingly greater training of the population carrying o ut 

specific tasks. Training the p opulation is a key element of development; 

according to the World Bank, human capital represents 64% of all 

production capital (Lorber 2002; Poroļilo o ļlovekovem ... 1999), and 

according to some information as much as 75% of an organizationôs value 

(Gloss ary of Key ...).  

Human capital can be defined as knowledge, skills, and training that an 

individual possesses or acquires through formal and informal education and 

training. It is also comprised of individualsô work experience, health, and 

motivation, whic h is expressed in increased productivity, creativity, and 

innovativeness, and also strengthens the capacity to adapt to new 

conditions and demands (The World Bank Glossary 2000; Deardorffôs 

Glossary ...; Population and ... 2003; Bassi 1997).  

The basic func tion in creating human capital is learning. This accompanies 

all periods of life, beginning with childhood, when a child acquires basic 

behavior patterns, and then through various levels of formal and informal 

education, on - the - job training, and learning t hrough everyday experience. 

Learning is closely connected with moral, behavioral, and cultural patterns, 

which are dependent on the environment in which we live. In a narrower 

sense, this encompasses the social position of family members, parental 

educatio n, and socializing elements in our immediate environment and, in 

the broader sense, learning depends on the cultural environment that an 

individual lives in. These factors lead to different distributions of human 

capital within individual areas, which is c onsequently expressed in more -  

and less -developed areas. Levels of human capital are positively connected 

with salary level, employment, and economic growth, representing the key 

contribution of human capital to the economy. At the same time, it also has 

numerous non -economic consequences that are reflected in social and 

individual well -being (Ekins and Medhurst 2003).  
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According to Armstrong and Taylor (2000, 86), human capital is important 

for two reasons:  

1.  Its scope indicates the capacity of a region to in troduce new technologies 

ï even if technology is available everywhere, its effective application 

depends on human capital;  

2.  It defines the capacity of a region to create its own technological 

development.  

In addition, it has a direct effect on regional econ omic growth, revenue, and 

absolute and comparative competitive advantages. Therefore, regional 

concentration of human capital and the attractiveness of a region to the 

mobile parts of human capital can be a key factor in regionsô and areasô 

long - term devel opment and success (Schlªger-Zirlik 2003).  

However, the goals of developmental efforts cannot be only economic 

growth and the fastest possible development of an area; it is also necessary 

to try to raise the populationôs living standard. Human development means 

expanding opportunities and selection, and creating political, economic, and 

social conditions that will enable people to be creative, to enjoy self -esteem, 

and to feel affiliation with their community. Because the prosperity of the 

individual and th e community are linked, human development demands 

strong social cohesion and more equitable division of the results of progress 

in order to reduce the tension between individuals and society. Working 

together thereby becomes an essential driving force of h uman development 

(Poroļilo o ļlovekovem ... 1999). 

Different quantities of human capital in individual regions encourage less -

developed regions to promote activities that would strengthen human 

capital and thereby provide the area better opportunities for development. 

This is especially the goal of employment -oriented regional policy, which 

supports human capital on the basis of qualification and employment 

measures (Gerhardter and Gruber 2001). The importance of educational 

institutions grows in line with this, raising human capital and consequently 

ensuring the advantage of a given area within regional competition (Heeb 

2003). Educational programs must be goal -oriented in order to provide the 

labor force that an individual area needs rather than workers wi th a general 

education, which were in demand in times of mass production and 

prevailing large companies. Strong growth of small and medium -sized 

companies demands highly qualified workers that are able to follow 

development currents and introduce new techn ological solutions into the 

production activities of the companies they work for (Kitagawa 2004). 

However, certain studies (De la Fuente and Dom®nech 2002; S¿dekum 

2003) indicate that the importance of education in regional economic 

growth is overvalued be cause promoting education can lead to opposite 

effects, especially in underprivileged regions. Higher education can increase 

brain drain, which is exacerbated even more if the differences between the 

educational structure of a particular region and its job  structure are too 

great.  
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In reality, this is an issue for mountain regions and the Alps in particular. 

Poor accessibility and insufficient public transportation hinder commuting to 

educational centers and also to employment centers and, consequently, this  

could result in out -migration of the Alpine population. Another problem that 

often occurs is structural unemployment, which reflects the discrepancy 

between the educational structure of the population and available jobs in a 

particular region.  

 

Social cap ital  

Differences in the success of individual regions have led researchers to 

conclude that economic success in a particular area is closely connected 

with established forms of mutual cooperation in the local population. The 

concept of social capital has d eveloped, encompassing the knowledge, 

spirit, and preparedness of the population to participate in joint public 

activities. Interpersonal relations that are the result of everyday activities 

and are strongly imbued with behavior patterns and norms, trust, 

cooperation, and shared values lead to shaping social infrastructure that 

includes relations between individuals, companies, and institutions. A 

societyôs success in operating as a whole depends on these relations (De la 

Fuente and Dom®nech 2002). 

Social c apital can be defined as a combination of the informal institutions, 

norms, rules, and social choices that a particular society possesses. These 

enable effective attainment of social and economic goals and resolution of 

shared problems, and provide social cohesion. When social capital unites 

people in an individual social group, it operates as linking social capital, and 

when it builds connections between different social groups it has the 

characteristic of bridging social capital. It represents the aggrega te of actual 

and potential resources that arise from more or less institutionalized 

relations, mutual acquaintances, or social reputation (Population ... 2003; 

Jarke, Klamma, and Marock 2003; Ekins and Medhurst 2003).  

Because of its connecting and supporti ve elements, social capital is very 

important in promoting the development of a particular area. During times 

of shock it acts as a cushion and enables easier adaptation to current 

development flows. It thereby creates a friendly atmosphere for individual 

companies because formal and informal connections between companies 

improve the effectiveness of economic activities (Ekins and Medhurst 2003). 

It is also an important factor in regional development because integrative 

elements that facilitate information flows and reduce interaction costs 

contribute greatly to various public, private, and commercial aspects of life. 

However, social capital cannot be understood only as a transmitter of 

information; many other externalities ascribed to it are connected with 

society, link it together, and build upon it. Namely, social capital creates 

close connections between companies, strengthens interpersonal dynamics, 

and creates a uniform environment, language, and behavior patterns. This 
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reduces uncertainty, provides sup port, and enables learning and access to 

information. With regard to economic activities, it offers great opportunities 

for increasing operational effectiveness and shaping connections that 

exceed companiesô limits (Fromhold-Eisbith 2004).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Social capital (adapted from Internet 2).  

 

Within the Alps, the creation of social capital could especially be hindered in 

areas with sparse population due to weak communication and other mainly 

surface - related barriers. According to Fox (2009), societal ñthicknessò refers 

to the breadth and density of representative societal organizations, and can 

also be thought of in terms of social capital accumulation. In this regard, 

mountain regions could face some obstacles, leading to their 

underprivilege d position among regions. On the other hand, social capital 

may vary according to degree of urbanization of any area. Urban areas may 

offer many opportunities to join organizations and networks and to engage 

in civic participation but, as evidenced in the US, the level of trust and 

degree of urbanization are negatively correlated (Iyer, Kitson, and Toh 

2005). Consequently, smaller cities could be privileged due to a higher rate 

of trust based on personal contacts and more or less closed/homogeneous 

communit ies. In addition, mountain communities could benefit from 

relatively limited labor mobility (especially in the core of the Alps) because 
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mobility could have many negative effects on social capital (Iyer, Kitson, 

and Toh 2005). This argument is not valid fo r the outermost part of the 

Alps, where the majority of workers depend on jobs in towns outside the 

Alps.  

 

Innovations  

As is clear from the assumptions of economic growth, technological 

development is one of the key factors in successful economic developme nt. 

It enables greater utilization of labor and capital, thereby ensuring or 

improving the long - term competitiveness of the economy.  

Innovations play a key role in technological development. They represent 

the transfer of an idea into a market product or s ervice, into a new 

production or distribution process, or into a new form of social service 

(OôFlaherty 2002). They are the final result of a process that begins with an 

invention and continues with its placement into production or the 

introduction of a ne w product, process, or service onto the market (Acs and 

Audretsch 1990, 11 ï12).  

Initially, the main role in providing innovation was ascribed to companies. 

However, of the externalities identified, attention was gradually redirected 

to regions or separate geographical units. With their social and cultural 

characteristics, these contribute greatly to a higher or lower degree of 

innovativeness, whereby they represent a key foundation for innovative 

activities (Audretsch 2003). Konstadakopulos (2000) agrees wi th this, and 

believes that innovations are spatially linked because they depend on 

regional distribution of resources, which cannot be copied from one area to 

another. The success of individual innovations also depends on spatial 

characteristics because th ese perform differently in different environments 

due to different social structures and economies. From this perspective, 

Rºsch (2000) took another step forward when he defined the factors of 

regional innovation:  

o Availability of input factors in a region,  such as information and 

knowledge transfer;  

o The structure of companies and the investment climate;  

o Regional actorsô preparedness to take risks; 

o An estimate of the market potentials for innovation;  

o The regional and local business constellation.  

Innovations  are also closely connected with earmarked investment in 

innovation, which is shown in the long - term increase in the number of 

innovations in areas where there was prior investment in raising knowledge 

and in establishing development and technological cent ers (Acs and 

Audretsch 1990). According to Schlªger-Zirlik (2003, 37 ï38), a regional 

innovation system is comprised of the production structure and institutional 

infrastructure of a given region. It is divided into two types:  
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o A regionalized national innova tion system, in which the parts of regional 

production structure and institutional infrastructure in a region 

functionally belong to the national innovation system (technological parks 

and large research institutions);  

o A regional innovation system, which i ncludes existing regional production 

structures and institutional infrastructures and is further enhanced by 

bottom -up initiatives (interactive innovation models).  

Educational institutions are also a component part of a regional innovation 

system. Namely, universities ought to play a key role in shaping high - tech 

environments because they create knowledge, train workers, and attract 

high - tech companies and capital. With this, they increase the innovation 

potential and raise human capital, thus representing a key regional 

competitive advantage on global economic markets. However, areasô 

innovative capacity does not only depend on the success of specific formal 

institutions (companies, research institutions, and universities), but 

especially on their capacity to include connections with social institutions 

such as values, norms, legal frameworks, and so on (Heeb 2003; Kitagawa 

2004).  

With regard to the above, one must agree with Rºsch (2000), who believes 

that individual companies are not responsible for innova tions, but the entire 

region in the sense of what is functional and with various networks of 

interconnected social and economic space. Nonetheless, the active role of 

companies is indispensable because many studies (Audretsch 2003; 

Armstrong and Taylor 200 0; Acs and Audretsch 1990) have shown large 

differences in companiesô innovativeness due to their size, in which their 

innovativeness also depends on their primary activity. Thus companies 

connected with high - tech innovative regional clusters are supposed to be 

very active in terms of innovation, and not, for example, ñfootlooseò 

multinationals (Audretsch 2003). On the other hand, smaller companies 

should be more innovative in economic sectors that demand less capital, 

whereas the role of large companies is  increased in more demanding ones 

(Acs and Audretsch 1990).  

In any case, new innovations and technological solutions open up many 

development opportunities for companies because they contribute to 

shortening the production cycle, ensure intense interaction  between 

science, technology, and the economy, and provide an answer to the 

growing complexity of technologies. They are also a suitable tool for dealing 

with the increased competition that arises due to internationalization and 

globalization (Gerhardter a nd Gruber 2001, 20). The main cause of 

innovations is increasing competition, which demands greater business 

dynamics and greater mobility of information based on knowledge and 

communication technologies (Zimmermann and Janschitz 2002).  

Innovations play an  important role in regional development and are also an 

indicator that divides regions into more and less competitive ones. In this 

regard, some Alpine areas are very innovative, but even more numerous 
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are less innovative regions. They lack educational and  research institutions 

and technological parks, and firms also mostly operate in low - tech sectors. 

Because innovations are linked with the regional innovation system, one 

cannot lose sight of the fact that only large and well -equipped regions can 

be innova tive leaders. Thus innovation systems in the Alpine regions are 

limited and only larger towns (with greater intellectual potential) could 

relate on this development factor. On the other hand, numerous Alpine 

areas are underprivileged and depend mostly on t he transmission/import of 

innovations from other innovative centers.  

 

Networks  

One of the important factors of economic growth is also establishing 

connections between individual local or regional actors (whether from 

business, public administration, or co mpletely volunteer associations) 

because it is generally considered that close network connections have an 

influence on more rapid development of the local or regional economy. Due 

to their close spatial connection, such political, social, and economic 

net works quickly demonstrate spatial effects, which are usually seen in the 

strong specialization of a regional economy, the close connection of 

companies with the public sector and local environment, and the formation 

of many supporting companies that would not otherwise find the necessary 

user community in the region.  

A network can be described as the joint work of actors with the same or 

similar goals that are not connected in a hierarchical system and that 

operate on the basis of trust. Their connection ac quires meaning through 

the exchange of various content among the participating partners, which 

contributes positive material or non -material profits (achievements) either 

to the network as a whole or to an individual company. This results in both 

joint coo peration as well as mutual competition. By forming connections, 

members receive a critical mass of knowledge and easier access to modern 

technologies, and they also join together resources and assets, which 

contribute to increasing competitiveness (Bergman n 2003, 19).  

Because the principle of a network is based on cooperation, it seems 

especially appropriate for promoting regional development because spatial 

proximity has a positive effect on building a contact network (Fromhold -

Eisbith 1999). The decentral ization of power and promotion of partner 

relations among regional actors are also decisive factors in the ever -

increasing role of networks. Connections among regional actors should not 

be hierarchical, but must enable all participants to independently dev elop 

their own strategies. In this, government structures are equal to other 

actors, which means that political processes must also be understood as 

interactive, within which partners exchange information about problems, 

goals, and solutions (Arnkil in Spa nga 2003).  
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The size of an area that a given network covers does not depend on 

administrative regional boundaries (Sternberg and Litzenberger 2004) 

because strong and closely connected networks develop their own policies 

and shape their environment followin g their own logic, and are also capable 

of resisting central government control (Svenson and ¥sthol 2001, 28). It is 

necessary to ensure the connection of networks within a region because in 

this way they can better exploit the opportunities that the regio n offers 

(Rºsch 2000), and at the same time this increases the significance of 

networks as a cushion against uncertainty in a given environment (Nijkamp, 

Reggiani and Sabella 2004).  

Great attention is being directed towards networks of companies because 

th ese are often understood as a key factor in regional development. On the 

one hand, they strengthen the business environment, and on the other they 

also include other development factors such as the local environment and 

social and human capital. The fact t hat companies form mutual connections 

in order to attain goals that they cannot reach by themselves is key to the 

formation of business networks. This may involve the manufacture of more 

complicated products, increasing market opportunities, access to expe nsive 

resources and services, and decreasing costs, as well as putting new 

technologies into play, developing local human resources, and exchanging 

knowledge and experience (Rosenfeld 2005; Stahl 2002). Company 

networks have a key role in the establishment  of new companies because 

the business climate depends on them and they influence the development 

of business culture and the level of local creativity, and at the same time 

networks or their resources can temporarily substitute for capital (Stahl 

2002; Bu rkhardt et al. 2003).  

Impulses to form networks can arise based on the spatial proximity of 

actors, or based on their strong sectoral and interest connections for which 

spatial concentration is not a condition. With regard to the characteristics of 

the act ors that comprise the network, one can distinguish political, 

business, and social networks (Schlªger-Zirlik 2003).  

In the sense of the CAPACities project, the major issue for mountain regions 

is spatial proximity, which can be attained only in major citie s, which are 

not numerous in Alpine space and are also not at the forefront of this study. 

In contrast, small local urban centers usually lack various institutions that 

could work together and cause agglomeration and institutional thickness -

related benefit s.  

 

Environmental capital  

In contrast with the mainly human -driven capitals mentioned above, 

environmental capital is based on natural conditions and processes. 

Environmental capital is not well defined (as a consequence of its disregard 

in the past), but in any case it is an evident and important factor in many 
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economic sectors. The theory of environmental capital focuses on 

environmental factors, such as climate (temperature and humidity), water 

availability, and geology, as well as on processes character istic of their 

interaction. Thus environmental capital has a bounding effect on the vitality 

of a community (Cleveland and Davis 2009).  

Environmental capital can be understood as natural resources and 

environmental services used for the creation of wealth.  In addition to the 

traditional resource -based economy, environmental capital has gained in 

importance with ecosystem services, which could effectively serve to satisfy 

needs. Thus environmental capital reflects the balance of costs and 

benefits/profits re lated to the environment and its functions. The concept 

has to be regarded not only in the sense of capital, but also in the sense of 

multilevel evaluation of natural resources as important ecosystem factors. 

For this reason, consumption has to take into c onsideration environmental 

sustainability and providing long - term environmental services (Plut 2005).  

Environmental capital represents raw material and energy potentials 

(natural resources in the narrow sense), ecosystem potentials (ecosystem 

services, sel f-cleaning capacities), and spatial potentials (available land and 

spatial structures) (Plut 2004). The environment as a development factor 

can contribute to the quality of life and thus protection of nature, resources, 

and the environment is very importan t. For this reason, activities affecting 

the environment should limit themselves to its neutralization and renovation 

capacities.  

Sustainable development should respect environmental capital and its 

limitations. For this reason, the perception of environme ntal potential 

should be modified along with the role of natural resources and quality of 

life. The environment is perceived as a vulnerable and limited good, but on 

the other as an important development factor, a source of many renewable 

resources, whereb y land is also included. In this regard, environmental 

capital fits perfectly with the idea of endogenous potentials ï on the one 

hand, with renewable potentials (biomass, water potential, solar energy, 

geothermal energy, and land use) and, on the other ha nd, with directly 

inactive but ecologically very important resources such as ecosystem 

services.  

For development proposes, further elements of environmental capital can 

be emphasized:  

o Water resources: water supply, and the energy and tourism function of 

wa ter  

o Biomass: especially wood  

o Geothermal energy: its energy and tourism function  

o Agricultural land for organic farming  

o Landscape potentials: recreation and tourism, amenities, etc.  

o Biodiversity: the ecosystem, and its cultural and tourism function (Plut 

200 5).  
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The elements mentioned above are at the fore of Alpine potentials that 

could be effectively used in the future development aspirations of Alpine 

cities. Because contemporary development policy is focused on renewable 

resources, the Alps as geologically  young mountains lacking fossil fuel 

resources could gain much greater importance that could be used in future 

development concepts.  

 

Other economic growth factors  

The factors listed above represent only part of the factors for economic 

growth. Among these , we do not examine physical and financial capital in 

greater detail; in addition, labor is absent as one of the key determinants of 

economic growth. We have not described these factors because they are 

well known, because they are addressed by neoclassica l and traditional 

theories of economic growth, and because we wished to emphasize factors 

that the discipline considers key during the predominance of endogenous 

economic growth principles.  

 

2.1.1 The mountain context of competitiveness 

The economic growth  factors mentioned above also apply in a mountain 

context such as Alpine space. The attractiveness of Alpine space is often 

emphasized by its natural functions (such as biodiversity and water, energy, 

and biomass supply). Among social functions, its touris m and recreational 

function is most often highlighted (Nordergio 2004b), whereas other 

functions (e.g., economic, cultural, social, technological, etc.) are often 

overlooked and perceived as only concentrated in non -mountainous 

(flatland) areas. However, t his point of view in misleading: the Alps are 

without a doubt one of the most economically developed European regions, 

which is especially true for the central and western Alpine areas. However , 

the Alps reflect a certain duality: on the one hand, some wel l- connected 

valley regions are experiencing rapid development, which is often connected 

with the suburbanization of peri -Alpine metropolitan areas, and on the other 

hand there are areas that are no longer attractive to people and capital, and 

are thus subj ect to depopulation (Bªtzing 2002). 

The attractiveness of Alpine space is therefore unevenly distributed and is 

certainly unique. Like elsewhere in Europe, the urbanization of the Alps 

keeps changing, especially due to the impact of economic structural 

changes. Globalization and the shift to a flexible (post -Fordist) form of 

production are leading to a more pronounced internationalization of cities, 

including medium -sized and small towns. In connection with the Alps, Perlik 

(2007) primarily mentions the gro wth and expansion of recreational 

functions from large towns towards the countryside, which is gradually 

acquiring urban functions and an increased urban image. On the other 

hand, older town centers with rich historical and cultural potential often 
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stagnat e if they are located outside the development circle that usually 

forms around major metropolitan areas.  

Small and medium -sized Alpine towns are therefore threatened on two 

fronts: first is the lack of economic opportunities due to declining economic 

facto rs (accessibility, small population and workforce size, etc.), and second 

is the ñsuburbanizationò threat from larger peri-Alpine MEGAs, which can 

destroy the real inner -Alpine cultural and economic identity. These threats 

were also identified in the surve y carried out in more than 300 Alpine 

communities: lack of jobs and investment on the one hand, and out -

migration of young people and aging of the population on the other, are the 

most serious problems of the Alpine municipalities (see Figure 10 ). 

Suburban ization by large peri -Alpine MEGAs is perceived as a problem. This 

is a fact because nearly two thirds of the Alpine municipalities surveyed 

believe that the expansion of large towns in their vicinity represents a major 

or relatively large problem. Out -mig ration of young people towards MEGAs 

is consequently often perceived with diminishing innovative potential of 

smaller urban centers, which could result in the lack of labor force, lack of 

investments, and so on.  
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Figure 10: Greatest threats to future dev elopment in Alpine communities 

(survey questionnaire, carried out in March 2009 in 300 municipalities).  

 

However, some authors (Borsdorf 2006) believe exactly the opposite, 

claiming that peri -urbanization tendencies in the Alps revive remote 

communities an d bring new people and jobs. The aversion to greater 
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influence of MEGAs should thus be understood as a concern for preserving 

control over oneôs own territory and not as resistance to the advantages 

provided by such influences.  

In some way, the aging of th e population and fear of the increasing impact 

of pre -Alpine MEGAs are somewhat paradoxical because all of the data 

(including those obtained from this survey) show that the Alps are still well -

equipped with infrastructure. According to the survey, public infrastructure 

(i.e., schools, public administration, healthcare, etc.) are the least 

problematic factors, but they nonetheless cannot prevent the young labor 

force from relocating to larger MEGAs outside the Alps. This demographic 

ñdiseaseò probably also leads to the fear of lacking investment and capital, 

which could also result in a decreased number of jobs and economic 

stagnation.  

 

 

Figure 11: Perceived threat of nearby MEGAs by Alpine communities.  

With regard to which activities are insufficiently dev eloped and could attract 

young people, new investments, and fresh capital, the respondents in our 

survey unanimously selected tourism. The fact is that the tourism function 

of the Alps is often emphasized and that, in the majority of regions affected 

by so cioeconomic stagnation or decline, tourism appears to be an ideal 

secondary activity. Due to its central location and the vicinity of large 

European MEGAs and natural conditions, the Alps undoubtedly have great 

tourism potential. However, the question is w hether tourism can replace 

more than one third of all jobs in industry and agriculture, which are 

regarded as having no prospects. The number of those that believe the 

future also lies in increasing organic farming is half the size of those that 
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see the so lution in tourism. The share of those that believe a better future 

lies in the development of high - tech innovative products is negligible. This 

may also be the result of the fact that, with regard to technologically 

intense activities, their ñagglomerationò logic is emphasized; however, in 

theory this is more difficult to attain in the dispersed and less densely 

populated mountainous areas than in the densely populated pre -Alpine 

urban agglomerations (MEGAs). Nonetheless, these smaller towns, which 

have not  yet lost their true Alpine identity, carry great potential even on the 

global scale. They clearly see new opportunities especially in the 

development of recreational and tourism functions, which play an important 

role in post - industrial society. Despite e verything, we believe that small 

towns can successfully compete against larger flatland urban 

agglomerations. Here it is of key importance that they be connected, 

cooperate with each other, and try to make good use of their internal 

potentials. The words w ritten in some documents (ESDP 1999) about 

polycentrism, forming urban partnerships, and networking should not 

remain merely words, but also become a topic of research as well as 

implementation by the responsible stakeholders.  

 

2.2 The Competitiveness of Towns 

The economic growth factors described above are also important for townsô 

competitiveness and attractiveness. Towns must especially strengthen those 

factors that raise their ability for the most effective entry into local, 

regional, national, and internat ional markets. In this regard we are thinking 

of:  

o The general socio -political environment and image of the town/region;  

o The current economic structure;  

o Human capital;  

o Quality of life in the town/region;  

o Accessibility to information about the market, techno logy, and economic 

development;  

o Opportunities for financial investments;  

o Organization and management;  

o Connection of institutions in a network;  

o An innovative orientation.  

The role of small towns has greatly changed with the strengthening of 

globalization be cause, despite their small size, some have successfully 

made the transition into the global system of towns and the global 

economic system, whereas many were not up to the new challenges and 

their significance greatly decreased. The influences of globaliza tion were 

particularly favorable for strengthening the competitiveness of quickly 

adaptable urban regions, which represent the driving forces of development 

(Ravbar and Plut 1999), but less so for more poorly integrated peripheral 

towns, which found it har d to assert their significance at the national level.  
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Townsô competitiveness relies on companiesô capacity to effectively organize 

and use their resources, and on administrationôs capacity to improve the 

competitive position of the country, region, or town  by improving 

macroeconomic po licies, through the operation of the market, and by 

improving developmental factors at all spatial levels (Potoļnik et al. 1995, 

13). The competitiveness of a town is therefore not defined merely by its 

economic position and infrastructure, but much more a lso by its production 

and regulation system, which is comprised of the quality of industrial 

production, financial and supply activities, and the symbiosis of institutional 

economic resources of the town or urban region in question (Ravbar and 

Plut 1999, 1 01). The long - term economic dynamics also depend on the 

capacity of a region or town to develop or absorb new technologies, and in 

this regard differing development of individual environments can also be 

understood as the result of different innovation and  adaptation capacities. 

In this sense, it is necessary to ensure the capacity of a region to adapt and 

introduce innovations and, in the medium or long term, to alleviate regional 

problems and raise the competitiveness of the region and its companies 

(Gerh arter and Gruber 2001, 19).  

The processes described are being increasingly reflected in the structure of 

towns and their spatial development.  

In Alpine space, these processes are reflected in urbanization, expansion of 

cities, changes in the built environm ent, and land use. Like elsewhere in 

Europe, urbanized zones are expanding and gaining importance under the 

influence of structural changes in the economy. At the same time, the shift 

toward post -Fordist production is leading to more pronounced 

internation alization of medium -sized and small towns as well as 

conurbations. Perlik (2007) in particular mentions the growth and expansion 

of recreational function from larger cities towards the rural countryside, 

which is slowly being transformed into an urban land scape. On the other 

hand, older urban cores with rich historical and cultural potential often 

stagnate or regress if they are outside of the ñdevelopmentò circle, which is 

usually found around larger functional urban areas.  

These small local urban centers play an important role in the Alps because 

previous research on urban phenomena shows that small towns and cities 

form the core of all social activities. A study of urbanization in Alpine space 

(AS) has shown that urbanization processes in the Alps have ca ught up with 

those in non -Alpine Europe. A comparison of 1980 and 1990 employment 

data shows that growth sectors in the Alps lag behind those in peri -Alpine 

conurbations (Perlik, Messerli, and Bªtzing 2001). The same authors 

conclude that a policy of stren gthening small and medium -sized towns in 

order to increase the value of lifestyles and economies in the Alps and to 

enhance town -country relations is preferable to the continued expansion of 

peri -Alpine agglomerations.  

The approach by Perlik, Messerli, and  Bªtzing was strictly functional 

because they took into account not only the towns, but also the surrounding 
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municipalities with a close functional relationship. Urbanized zones were 

defined by demography, daily commuting, and economic structure. They 

form ed functional urban areas (FUA) in the Alps, designating small and 

medium -sized towns as municipalities with at least 10,000 inhabitants and 

5,000 jobs. Alpine FUAs (municipalities) were then classified into intra -

Alpine and peri -Alpine categories. By exam ining the economic structure of 

Alpine FUAs, four basic specialized types were identified: commercial, 

industrial, tourist, and administrative types of Alpine FUAs. The authors 

identified 189 AS -FUAs in the AS and discovered that small and medium -

sized int ra -Alpine FUAs are increasingly turning towards peri -Alpine 

conurbations (such as Milan, Z¿rich, Munich, Ljubljana, Geneva, and Nice). 

On the other hand, some authors claim that peri -urbanization tendencies in 

Alpine communities bring new people and new jo bs and are reviving formal 

rural and suburban areas (Borsdorf 2006). Former core cities are loosing 

their importance and centrality, and for many ñpost-suburbanò dwellers the 

city centers are no longer important as sources for supply and 

entertainment.  

 

 

Figure 13: Typology of towns in the Alps (Perlik, Messerli, and Bªtzing 

2001).  
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Another interesting contribution from a demographic point of view is that by 

Bªtzing, Perlik, and Dekleva (1996). From their work on Alpine communes, 

it is clearly seen that th e population structure varies considerably, with 

Slovenian, Austrian, Swiss and German communities being much larger. 

The majority of Slovenian municipal districts have around 1,000 inhabitants, 

Swiss and Austrian ones from 1,000 to 5,000, Italian ones fro m 300 to 

1,000, and French ones from only 51 to 300 inhabitants. 1 

The authors categorized communities into several types. From the 

CAPACities point of view, the most important is probably the ñlocal centerò 

type. This includes all communities with lower ad ministrative functions and 

at least 2,000 inhabitants, or 5,000 if they do not have political and 

administrative functions.  

In French literature, the population thresholds are significantly lower, 

probably due to more fragmented territorial structure. Guil laume (2006) 

characterizes French small towns as those mountain municipalities with less 

then 5,000 inhabitants and which are independent from larger urban units. 

More importantly, however, in her opinion small Alpine towns should have a 

degree of centrali ty, especially for the surrounding rural countryside.  

These notions of urban centers can be defined quite clearly at a theoretical 

level. The meaning of ñurbanò and ñcenter/centralò are very close in 

geographical literature.  

The Oxford Dictionary of Geogra phy  (1997) describes the term urban  as: 

ñAn area may be classified as urban by its role as a central place for a 

surrounding area, providing a range of shops, banks, and offices. A high 

density of population may also be used as an indicator but the city ma y 

include large areas of low -density housing.ò From this definition one can see 

that the terms urban  and central  are very much connected because urban 

settlements by default are also central for their surrounding suburban or 

rural vicinity. The main featur e of urban settlements is centrality, which is 

based on the concentration of jobs. An ñurbanò settlement is thus the 

opposite of a ñruralò settlement because urban settlements also offer jobs in 

non -agricultural activities to the surrounding settlements.  

The theory of urban centers derives historically from Walter Christallerôs 

Central Place Theory. According to this theory, the center is defined as a 

settlement or nodal point that, by its functions, serves an area around it for 

goods and administrative fun ctions for the consuming population in its 

surrounding area (Elsevier Dictionary of Geography 2007).  

It can be concluded that urban centers are therefore settlements that offer 

employment in industrial and/or service activities to the surrounding rural 

                                                           
1 The situation in Slovenia has changed due to the continuous process of decentralizati on 

and creation of new municipalities.  
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and  suburban area. Because of this they have a central position in a given 

populated area.  

In contrast to urban settlements, rural settlements usually have no central 

functions and no employment besides agriculture. Suburban settlements 

also have few or no ot her functions besides living because the majority of 

the population works and commutes daily to the nearby urban center.  

This conclusion about urban centers and about strengthening small towns in 

the AS fits in well with CAPACitiesô main goal regarding the promotion of 

economic and social potential of AS SLUCs through innovative urban policies 

and actions. Nonetheless, we need to make a clear distinction between 

urban settlements that are inside larger urban agglomerations and urban 

settlements that represe nt ñthe territorialò capital of Alpine culture, society, 

and the economy. Such urban settlements are an object of investigation in 

the CAPACities project and need to be further defined in their territorial and 

administrative dimension.  

Thus, the most impor tant contribution is the idea that peri -Alpine towns 

cannot be considered ñrealò Alpine towns because they are simply suburban 

extensions of peri -Alpine MEGAs and other larger conurbations. ñA policy of 

strengthening small and medium towns in order to incr ease the value of 

inner -Alpine lifestyles and economies and enhance town -country relations is 

preferable to the continued expansion of peri -Alpine agglomerationsò 

(Perlik, Messerli, and Bªtzing 2001). 

 

Polycentricism  

Polycentrism is both an analytical conc ept and a policy option. Both the 

ESDP and ESPON have set a widely accepted political objective: to 

counterbalance the over -developed MEGAs at all territorial levels of EU 

space (KTH 2004). Polycentricity is opposed to monocentricity, in which 

service prov ision and territorial management competence is increasingly 

concentrated in a single center. Polycentricity is also opposed to urban 

sprawl, in which the structure of secondary centers is diluted in a spatially 

unstructured continuum. Rather, polycentricit y is about promoting balanced 

and multiscalar types of urban networks that are most beneficial from a 

social and economic point of view, both for the core areas and for the 

peripheries (ESPON 1.1.1, 2004). It is assumed that a polycentric urban 

system is m ore efficient, more sustainable, and more equitable than both 

monocentric and dispersed small settlements.  

Polycentricity is a theoretical concept that could be implemented in specific 

mountainous regions such as the Alps. Sufficient agglomeration densitie s 

(human and social capital, and innovative potential) could be achieved 

through complementarities, solidarity, and sharing of functions throughout 

the Alpine urban system, which is primarily made up of smaller and 

medium -sized cities. The networking and c oncentration of such smaller 
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urban entities could prove to be a counterweight to larger pre -Alpine 

agglomerations. Aspirations towards a more balanced, polycentric urban 

system are written in basic European documents, such as the European 

Spatial Developme nt Perspective (ESDP). Our higher - ranking objective is 

thus to improve and strengthen small local urban centers as motors of 

territorial development in Alpine space with special regard towards 

endogenous territorial capital, urban/rural linkages, small/meg a urban 

linkages, and so on.  

 

 

Figure 12: Potential urban strategic horizon areas in Europe.  

 

The polycentricity index measured by ESPON 1.1.1 showed that the Alps 

have a very diverse urban structure: Slovenia and Germany have an above -

average polycentric ity index due to their spatial policies in the past 50 

years. Austria and France have a very low degree of polycentricity, and 

Switzerland and Italy have an average polycentricity index. However, the 

best precondition for achieving a real polycentric struc ture is where 

morphological distance between urban centers is small. Morphological 

proximity is of course no guarantee of cooperation, but proximity does 

nevertheless provide cities with a better opportunity for functional 
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integration. In the ESPON 1.1.1 p roject, the morphological distance was 

calculated between FUAs and municipalities, and the areas within the 45 -

minute isochrones were labeled as PUSH areas (potential urban strategic 

horizons). Alpine space is surprisingly well covered by these PUSH areas,  

much better than other mountainous areas in Europe (e.g., Scandinavia, 

the Pyrenees, etc.). This can be regarded as a positive precondition for 

establishing a polycentric urban system in the Alps, as a counterweight to 

nearby MEGAs.  

There are several reco mmendations particularly targeted at national 

policymakers in order to achieve a more balanced polycentric urban system. 

They vary from strategic to spatial and non -spatial planning instruments. 

From the Alpine perspective, balanced competitiveness among s mall cities 

seems the most important action. An example of cooperation at a micro -

scale between AS SLUCs can be when a certain small local urban center can 

offer something that is lacking in a neighboring urban center and vice -

versa. Creating such ñsmall scaleò alliances and linkages between AS SLUCs 

can make them stronger as a whole, while at the same time preserving 

their genuine inner -Alpine identity. However, not only alliances on a micro 

scale are important: alliances among FUAs and MEGAs and surroundi ng 

small local urban centers are also important. It is also vital for decision -

makers in larger MEGA agglomerations to realize that an economically 

stable and culturally vibrant urban and surrounding countryside is in their 

interest as well.  

 

2.3 The Mountain Perspective 

Just like towns, mountain areas also have idiosyncratic developmental 

features, which is reflected in the growing economic (and consequently also 

political) significance of mountain areas. The year 2002 was proclaimed the 

international year of mountains. On 7 August 2003 in Aosta, Italy the 

European Association of Elected Representatives from Mountain Areas 

(AEM), the European Mountain Forum, and the European Association of 

Mountain Areas joined together form the European Committee for Mountain 

Areas to coordinate their activity and define goals in order to put pressure 

on the European Union and thus represent the interests of the mountain 

population (Ustanovljen Evropski odbor... 2003).  

The development of mountain regions is important not only f or the 

population within mountain areas, but also for the population in areas 

bordering them (transition areas). This population accounts for an additional 

40%. The situation in mountain regions also has an influence on water 

supply, environmental stabilit y, biodiversity, uniform settlement, and 

cultural diversity in transition areas.  
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Although it is true that the depopulation process in mountain areas is more 

intense than in lowland areas, some parts of the Alpine world are showing 

significant demographic g rowth.  

In March 2004 the European Commission (Ġtudija Evropske komisije 2004) 

published the findings of a study on the economic and social position of 

mountain areas in Europe. Thorough analyses were carried out for mountain 

areas in 29 European countries,  including the old and ten new EU member 

states and Switzerland. The study determined that the economy in 

European mountain regions is exceptionally diverse. Although agriculture 

and forestry are often vitally important activities for the economy and 

cultu ral identity, the employment level in the service sector is higher.  

This study outlines the many existing policy initiatives in this area. These 

include sectoral policies, integrated development policies, and a variety of 

transnational policies and instrum ents, involving both cross -border 

arrangements and institutions for regional or international cooperation, such 

as the Alpine and Carpathian conventions. There are also many European 

actions that are relevant to mountain areas, principally those under regi onal 

policy, the Common Agricultural Policy, transport, the environment, and the 

information society.  

In terms of national and European policy implications, this study suggests 

that many mountain areas have opportunities for development as a result of 

new information and communication technologies. They also have 

opportunities to develop as centers for recreation for urban dwellers, 

although this must be managed in a sustainable way that ensures nature 

protection. Given the great variety in national approac hes to mountain 

issues, there is much to gain from better coordination and dissemination of 

experiences between regions and countries. Networking between various 

players (institutions, communities, and enterprises) is therefore important 

in cross -border co operation at different levels, within as well as between 

countries. International cooperation is essential not only for the mountain 

areas themselves, but also for the lowland areas they separate.  

The special features of Alpine space are reflected in a wid e range of spatial 

characteristics. With 60 inhabitants per square kilometer, the Alps are a 

rather sparsely populated area, but the regional differences are 

considerable. If the area of permanent settlement (mostly in Alpine valleys) 

is taken as the basis  for population density, it is comparable with the most 

densely populated regions in the world (The Alps 2007).  

In terms of population distribution, the settlement of already densely 

populated Alpine valleys is increasing further, and certain hard - to - reach  

areas have lost their population, which has also resulted in the loss of the 

cultural landscape; specifically, the afforestation of mountain pastures and 

individual clearings. In the 1990s the population decreased in 27% of Alpine 

municipalities, and in s ome of them it even fell by half (Nared, Razpotnik, 

and Urbanc 2009).  
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Figure 13: Population density in the Alps (Transport and Mobility é 2007, 

42).  
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The disfavored areas in the Alps are mainly those where agricultural land 

use has been abandoned but neit her tourism nor urbanization occurs. As a 

result of structural change, younger people tend to move away. 

Consequently, such regions face ageing, depopulation, and isolation. To 

prevent such trends, numerous actions were taken in the last few decades, 

which  have only succeeded in slowing this process down but were unable to 

reverse or even stop those peripheral areas from becoming increasingly 

marginalized (Tappeiner, Borsdorf, Tasser 2008)). In addition to 

marginalization and depopulation, ñsocial erosionò is reflected in 

agglomeration tendencies, especially in favorable valley terrains.  

At the beginning of the twenty - first century, there were 222 municipalities 

with more than 10,000 inhabitants in the Alpine Convention area. Together 

they contain more than 35% of the Alpine population, with an average 

density of 380 inhabitants per square kilometer.  

As discovered within the DIAMONT project (Tappeiner, Borsdorf, Tasser 

2008) urbanization is more a process of sprawl at the edge of the 

agglomerations, filling u p the main Alpine valleys, and not so much a 

process of significant growth of existing city centers. Agglomeration takes 

place especially in peri -urban towns and villages in the surrounding 

countryside accompanied by the intensification of commuter flows t o the 

urban centers and in post -suburban areas (movement of retail units, 

industrial estates, education centers, and business headquarters to the 

outskirts, thus creating new jobs there and attracting commuter flows from 

the centers to the periphery). The ongoing urbanization process is 

important because most of the capacities and services that can be used to 

push forward sustainable development are concentrated there. The centers 

of population growth are often supplemented by continuous economic 

growth as well, especially large peri -Alpine cities such as Munich, Milan, and 

Lyon.  

The economies of Europeôs mountain areas are highly heterogeneous. 

Whereas the primary sector is often perceived as vital in local economies 

and for cultural identity, employment in  other sectors is generally higher. 

High shares of service activity are characteristic for economically prosperous 

mountain areas (e.g., the French northern Alps and the Swiss plateau) and 

declining areas, where public -service provision is the main remaini ng 

activity. Although one can identify some significant economic profiles at the 

massif level, the potential for development largely depends on the proximity 

of an urban network and satisfactory local service provision. It is notable 

that relative levels o f unemployment are high in the most peripheral areas. 

In contrast, the lowest rates are generally in massifs near or including 

major urban industrial centers, although some exceptions can also be noted 

(Mountain Areas é 2004). 

The economic significance of farming has decreased from the middle of the 

nineteenth century onwards in favor of other activities, but farming is still 

vitally important for environmental stability and for spatial and regional 



 òCAPACitiesó Methodological Document 

éé               éééééééééééééééééééééééé 

  éééééééé 
   

 
42 

development. Just the opposite trend is significant for to urism. Due to 

climate changes, the powerful tourism industry will have to be concentrated 

in higher -elevation resorts, which can have devastating effects on current 

tourist centers located at lower elevations. On the other hand, some centers 

higher in the mountains will gain in importance. Reorientation of the 

tourism sector should be based on sustainable principles, especially in new 

tourism areas.  

Mountains often have the aspect of peripheral regions, where peripherality 

is understood in the sense of unde rrepresented facilities and lack of political 

power. This phenomenon could be overcome by strong regional identity, 

effective regional government, and sufficient transport networks. This is 

important because mountain people often have to travel far to gain  access 

to such services, especially at higher levels. Lack of access to higher 

education has long been identified as a critical constraint to development. 

To obtain a university - level education, young people have often had to 

leave their home region, whic h could lead to permanent out -migration.  

A composite indicator of the density of facilities (airports, large hospitals, 

and universities) per square kilometer shows a high density of infrastructure 

in Switzerland, in corridors across the Alps, and from Mun ich to Vienna 

(Mountain Areas in Europe, 2004).  

 

2.4 The Attractiveness of Alpine Towns 

Due to their striking forms, natural wealth and cultural heritage, and many 

opportunities for work and spending free time, the Alps are certainly one of 

the most attractive  areas in Europe and in the world. Of course, the 

attractiveness of a given area can be understood in various ways: as 

attractiveness of an area for living, as attractiveness of an area for spending 

free time and recreation, and as attractiveness of an are a for the placement 

of economic activities and investments.  

The attractiveness of areas for living is first of all a matter of an individualôs 

personal decision, which judges individual areas in line with expectations, 

values, and opportunities. Seen in th is light, the decisive factors must 

include the natural and cultural attractiveness of the area, job availability, 

land availability and its price, as well as social connections and contacts that 

individuals have in a particular area. In connection with th is, the notion of 

ñamenities migrationò has been developed when one speaks about places 

that are target areas for settlement exclusively because of the 

attractiveness of the place itself.  

A certain area can also be attractive for spending free time. Natura l and 

cultural heritage also play a role here and, in the majority of cases, also 

appropriate infrastructure, hospitality, and an intact environment. Because 

areas for spending free time are only places of temporary residence (from 
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visitorsô perspective), the number of jobs and proximity of administrative 

institutions do not play a decisive role.  

Exactly the opposite applies to the attractiveness of areas for economic 

activities and investments. In this regard, these areas are uniform to a 

large degree and can only exploit specific niches arising from the special 

features of a particular area. In this case, areas in the Alps are attractive if 

they are easily accessible, have organized infrastructure, and there is a 

qualified labor force available. Thus here as well the basic locational factors 

that are characteristic for locating activities in any area play the decisive 

role.  

 

 

Figure 14: Road network and main Alpine passes and tunnels (Transport 

and Mobility é 2007, 12. 

 

Because mountain areas are underpriv ileged from the perspective of jobs, 

infrastructure, transport accessibility, and available services, they must be 

given new developmental impetus and a new developmental philosophy 

must be shaped for them that increases attractiveness for new settlement 

and for the revitalization of the existing settlement pattern. The main goals 

of spatial and development planning must be to improve the economic, 

social, and cultural position in the direction of improving the structure of 

available jobs and building infra structure and educational institutions, 

thereby providing for the attractiveness of the countryside and mountain 
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areas. This is especially important because tertiary and quaternary activities 

are being increasingly subordinated to the market.  

Insufficient and inappropriate infrastructure and services can limit economic 

growth in a number of ways:  

o Insufficient transport connections can increase the costs of goods and 

lengthen the time for supplying these to end users;  

o Insufficient education and insufficient care for peopleôs health can affect 

the populationôs economic potential; 

o Ineffective public sector services can represent a great burden for the 

tangible, economic sector;  

o The level of infrastructure can increase or limit the attractiveness of a 

region for  foreign investment (Ilc Lavriļ 2004, 11) 

Because rural areas are especially exposed, at least urban areas must offer 

sufficient attractiveness, because combined with sufficient infrastructure 

and a high level of innovation these can continue to attract a better -

educated workforce, which is significant in terms of the input in new 

innovations. In doing so it is necessary to take into account the principles of 

sustainability because quickly developing centers can start to suffer due to 

overpopulation, pollut ion, and high property prices and wages.  

From the perspective of development, the Alps must bet on those centers 

that can offer sufficient agglomerative lines of force and that have sufficient 

attractiveness for new jobs and investments. Urban agglomeratio ns will, it 

seems, also be more attractive for non ïtown dwellers because they offer 

more freedom and more opportunities for development.  

The attractiveness of an individual area can also be increased by good 

network connections with neighboring areas.  

 

2.5 Small Local Urban Centers Versus Mega Cities and Rural Areas 

Urban and development studies provide many abstract theories that may be 

somewhat vague in some specific cases. This is also the case within Alpine 

space with typical spatial features, settlement sy stems, and history. We do 

not neglect these theories, but try to adapt them to a real situation.  

Alpine settlements span the complete range of the rural -urban continuum 

and thus differ one from other according to their structure and functions. 

Rural areas,  which are sparsely populated and have mainly agricultural and 

ecological functions, are gradually followed by bigger settlements with a 

higher degree of centrality and economic functions. The opposite of rural 

areas are MEGAs, cities of global importance,  playing the role of important 

production and service centers not only for their immediate surrounding 

countryside but also for broader areas.  
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Centers in disfavored, marginalized, and sparsely populated areas normally 

suffer from being under -equipped with various  services but could also gain 

some functions that usually belong to bigger cities. This happens when 

some segments of the settlement structure are missing; more specifically, 

disadvantaged regions normally have smaller cities that might provide some  

functions characteristic for bigger cities. Many examples could be found in 

practice. In Slovenia, some border municipalities were able to be 

established even though they did not have the number of inhabitants 

necessary for the creation of a municipality.  The main reason was their 

uniqueness and tradition, and also a different situation within the territorial 

structure. With such status, these municipalities/areas have gained in 

importance, which on the one hand is not typical for such areas, but on the 

ot her hand is necessary for the development of a certain area and for the 

long - term existence/preservation of a cultural landscape and colonization. 

Such exceptions could lead in two directions. For some areas, the burden of 

extra functions is too heavy and consequently the opportunities are not 

used to the best possible extent. This happens frequently in areas with 

inadequate (human) potentials, where the society does not need such 

functions or where the resources do not match the basic expectations for 

the use of the functions. Such areas are often in economic decline, exposed 

to social erosion, and are consequently undergo ing  reforestation. Just the 

opposite situation c an  be found in vivid centers with rich potentials, taking 

the benefits of the superstruct ure and thus raising their importance in the 

entire settlement system. Such centers draw their strength from their 

identity, natural and cultural heritage, and, most frequently, from their 

manifold development potential, all of which are woven into a winni ng 

development combination. In the case of the Alps, this situation could be 

additionally strengthened by tourism superstructure, in which services 

exceed the needs of the local population and tourists increase consumption. 

From the development perspective , such centers should serve as a basis for 

future deliberations and thus be utilized as a backbone of future 

development. On the one hand, they are important service centers for their 

surrounding countryside, but also adequate partners for larger centers a nd 

for national or regional governments when fulfilling basic development 

functions. Such centers thus have a key position in relation to their 

surrounding countryside and also in relation to MEGAs, providing an 

intermediary function between growth poles a nd their most distant users. 

Although such local centers cannot keep pace with MEGAs, they also play an 

important role for them and, consequently, the relation between them could 

be more often described as partnership than dependency.  
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 FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE: SOME APPROACHES TO DEFINING SLUCs IN SOME AS 

REGIONS 

To base the criteria for selecting AS SLUCs in a legal and scientific 

framework, we tried to present crucial legislative and scientific aspects of 

urban centers and connected mountain specif icities. In our opinion, such 

aspects could be a baseline for any further scientific and practical 

considerations.  

 

3.1 The Legislative Perspective 

There are no official definitions of small cities or settlements in Slovenia . 

The only legislation dealing with cities is the Local Self -Government Act, 

which distinguishes ñurbanò or ñcityò municipalities and other non-urban 

municipalities. The same act also grants ñcity rightsò to certain settlements 

but offers no functional or morphological criteria and is based solely on 

historical grounds. The criteria for urban municipalities are:  

o Number of inhabitants (at least 20,000) ;  

o Number of jobs (at least 15,000, of which at least half must be in the 

tertiary sector) ;  

o Centrality (a city must geographically, economically,  and culturally be the 

center of the gravitational area) . 

There are 11 urban municipalities in Slovenia and four of them are in Alpine 

or peri -Alpine space (Kranj, Maribor, Slovenj Gradec, and Nova Gorica). 

Urban municipalities have certain rights and obli gations transferred to them 

by the state in spatial, developmental, and communal planning.  

SLUCs in Slovenia in the past were defined by functional criteria by some 

experts (Vriġer 1969, Ravbar et al.  2000). Cities or ñurban settlementsò 

were classified in to 5 or 6 hierarchical levels:  

o Transnational central settlements (Ljubljana, Maribor) with the highest -

ranking central functions;  

o National central settlements with supra - regional central functions;  

o Regional central settlements with regional central functio ns;  

o Communal central settlements with basic specialized central functions;  

o Local central settlements (only the most basic central functions).  

Small towns (5th or 4th hierarchy level) could be defined as those rural -

industrial settlements that are central p laces for neighboring rural 

settlements and provide basic supplies and services (education, 

administration, etc.). The lowest level of centrality is an indicator of small 

local urban centers ï like that defined in the Interreg AlpCity project. The 

most com mon population criterion for the smallest cities in Slovenia is a 

maximum of 5,000 inhabitants and local basic functions, which include basic 

education and healthcare, the lowest level of administrative function (a post 

office and local services), and basi c supply and business functions (shops, a 

3 
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bank branch office, etc.). There are 215 settlements that have the lowest 

central function in Slovenia according to experts (Ravbar et al. 2000). Small 

cities could also be at the second - lowest central level (or 4t h hierarchical 

level), which includes all settlements from 5,000 up to 20,000 inhabitants, a 

population in the surrounding countryside of 10,000 and more, specialized 

basic functions (municipal center, specialized shops, complete primary 

school, and so on) . In Lower Austria there is a similar aspect related to 

central towns mentioned in spatial -planning programs. The classification of 

zentrale Orte  classifies municipalities and towns on a six -step scale 

according to public -service facilities.  

Small cities p lay an important role in Slovenia because the urban system is 

dominated by them due to historical reasons. Only two large cities (100,000 

inhabitants or more) exist and only 5 additional ones have more than 

20,000 inhabitants. 57 cities have a population s ize ranging from 2,000 to 

20,000. Alpine space is dominated by smaller cities, a few medium -sized 

cities (Kranj and Velenje), and a larger city (Maribor) in the peri -Alpine 

zone. In the intra -Alpine zone there are smaller cities (fewer than 10,000 

inhabita nts, mostly around 5,000) with distinct industrial, tourism, or 

administrative functions.  

 

 

Figure 15: Microregional centers in Slovenia, adapted from Cigale (2002).  
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The latest research on small towns was carried out by a group of authors 

from Slovenia an d Slovakia (Lampiļ and Ġpes 2007). They studied the 

sustainability of small towns and designed a comparative study of Slovenian 

and Moravian small towns. Small towns were defined as those having more 

than 5,000 but fewer than 15,000 inhabitants. The author s also classified 

small towns based on their function into five types: industrial, 

polyfunctional, satellite, tertiary, and rural. Classification was based upon 

the selection of economic and social indicators (income, employment, 

sectoral orientation, agin g, educational structure, etc.).  

This methodology identified fewer than ten small local urban centers in the 

Alpine part of Slovenia because most of them have a smaller population size 

(under 5,000 inhabitants).  

In the Aosta  Valley  the Landscape Territoria l Plan mentions the ñurban 

system,ò (enclosing all the urbanized land), distinguishing the ñtraditional 

systemò from recent extensions and identifying some ñpolar sitesò along the 

central valley. These are not distinguished by their demographic dimension, 

but for the services they can offer to the surroundings: health services, 

secondary schools, junior colleges, research, public transport nodes, 

administrative services, trade, sports and leisure - time services, and 

production services. The plan contains a c lassification of human settlements 

in five morphological categories, referring to their historical origin:  

o 20 bourgs , settlements lying on the main historical road network, once 

walled and provided with defense towers or castles, with a thick planned 

build ing frame, with a historical role of primary service supply;  

o 98 villes , medieval settlements marked by a regular plan and a lordôs 

manor (of various dimensions, from Aosta to the smallest human 

settlements);  

o 172 villages , small rural settlements;  

o 910 hamea ux , originally family farming settlements; and  

o Other historical settlements such as mining or industrial villages worth 

conservation.  

A study in the Rh¹ne- Alpes  region (Guillaume 2006) focusing on small 

towns in mountain places showed that they play an imp ortant role by 

supplying public and private services to the rural countryside. They provide 

more jobs for the residents than the small towns located outside the 

mountain massifs. The classification of petites villes de montagne  includes 

municipalities loca ted in the mountain massifs with fewer than 5,000 

inhabitants that do not belong to an urban unit ( unit® urbaine ) with more 

than 10,000 inhabitants. They are also employment poles ( p¹les dôemploi) 

for the rural space (defined in opposition to the urban are as), poles of 

intermediate services, and poles of proximity (in the sense of the inventaire 

communal ). They are all located outside the suburb, outside the couronne 

p®riurbaine, and outside the couronne  of a rural activity pole.  

The survey establishes a ty pology of small towns based on their roles. The 

different types are:  
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o Large cities well outfitted with a residential economy ( gros bourgs bien 

®quip®s ¨ ®conomie r®sidentielle; half of them have fewer than 2,600 

inhabitants);  

o Small rural cities with a resid ential economy ( petits bourgs ruraux ¨ 

®conomie r®sidentielle; half of them have fewer than 800 inhabitants);  

o Small towns in the process of suburban expansion ( petites villes en voie 

de p®riurbanisation; with a high population growth);  

o Small industrial tow ns in decline ( petites villes industrielles en d®clin; half 

of them have more than 1,200 but fewer than 3,000 inhabitants);  

o Winter sport centers ( stations de sports dôhiver; 41% of the jobs in the 

tourism sector);  

o Districts with a residential and tourism e conomy ( communes ¨ ®conomie 

r®sidentielle et touristique; with population growth and a minor 

specialization in tourism).  

In Lombardy,  spatial planning documents classify municipalities into three 

groups: those with fewer than 2,000 inhabitants; those betwe en 2,000 and 

15,000 inhabitants, and those with more than 15,000 inhabitants. In 

regional laws in Piedmont there are also definitions of ñsmall 

municipalities,ò as in Lombardy. Piedmontôs definition is higher because it 

includes all municipalities whose po pulation reaches 5,000 inhabitants from 

the last demographic survey. Whether ñsmall municipalitiesò correspond to 

AS SLUCs is another matter because demographic numbers cannot reveal 

whether the municipality has an ñurban identityò and its centrality for its 

surrounding countryside. Measuring function and centrality seems more 

suitable for identifying AS SLUCs. 

From these studies of small cities and towns, it can be concluded that a 

ñtypicalò small local urban cent er  is usually defined by the number of 

inha bitants ï for instance, in Slovenia a minimum number of inhabitants in 

a town or city is around 1,500 and at least 5,000 in the municipality (or 

several municipalities, if they belong to the same urban area. Other Alpine 

regions have different population r ules ï from a maximum of 5,000 

(Piedmont, Rh¹ne-Alps) to 2,500 (Lombardy). The centrality of a town or 

city is measured by basic functions (an administrative center, and basic 

educational, healthcare, public, and shopping facilities) or by the number 

and s tructure of jobs (1,000 jobs or more, most of them in industry or 

services) or by the ñlocation divergenceò ratio (= jobs õ active population). 

The Aosta  Valley and Lower Austria  have some definitions regarding the 

centrality hierarchy within the respectiv e urban system, but based on 

different assumptions.  

The heterogeneity of definitions is characteristic not only for cities, but also 

for mountains and mountain - related development issues.  

In Slovenia , in addition to geographical definitions of areas by ele vation 

(mountains, high hills, and low hills), the distribution of various types of 

state aid by various national ministries has also resulted in legal provisions 
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that define entitled regions with regard to elevation or degree of 

mountainous or hilly chara cter.  

One such provision is the Decree on the Criteria for Defining Areas of 

Limited Opportunities for Agricultural Activity (Uredba o kriterijih é 2003), 

which defines hilly and mountain areas as compact areas with:  

1.  An average elevation of least 700 m;  

2.  A minimum average inclination of 20%; or  

3.  A minimum average elevation of 500 m and at the same time a minimum 

average inclination of 15%.  

For hilly and mountain areas, in selected cases areas that do not fulfill the 

criteria listed above can also be counted, but are surrounded by areas that 

fulfill the same criteria.  

According to Italian  National Law no. 991 from 1952, mountain areas 

consist of municipalities 80% of whose surface is above 600 m, or if the 

difference between the lowest and the highest points in  the municipality is 

at least 600 m. The total population should be fewer than 40,000 

inhabitants and it should not contain provincial capitals.  

Regional laws can exclude municipalities in which less than 15% of the 

population lives in a mountainous part o f the municipality (991/1952).  

National Law no. 1102 of 3 December 1971 defines the criteria for 

identifying the mountainous context defined at the regional level. Mountain 

territories are classified into different elevation bands whose criteria are 

stipul ated in Regional Law no. 16/1999, taking into consideration 

demographic flows, the income of the local population, local services, and 

tourism inclination. This regional law also refers to municipalities that are 

located in a mountain area.  

In Lombardy,  Regional Law no. 25 of 15 October 2007 classifies mountain 

territories on the basis of the following criteria:  

o Demography  

o Quality of life  

o Facilities and infrastructure  

o Tourism orientation  

o Morphological and geographical handicaps  

o Rural index . 

Regional Law no.  6 of 2002 defines the criteria for identifying homogeneous 

zones in mountain areas:  

a)  Inclusion of the territory of adjoining municipalities, usually belonging to 

the same province:  

o Entirely mountain  

o Partially mountain, with resident population in mounta in territory 

greater than 15% of the total population  

b)  Inclusion, where necessary for more effective exercise of the functions 

and the services developed in partnership form, of neighboring 
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municipalities with a population not exceeding 2,000 inhabitants  that are 

an integral part of the geographical and socioeconomic system of the 

community.  

c)  Territorial administration to be allowed suitable activity to exploit the 

mountain area and effective partnership exercise in the municipalitiesô 

functions . 

Regional Law no. 19 of 2008 ñReorganization of the Lombardy Mountain 

Community. Discipline of the Lombardy Unions of the Municipality and 

Support for the Exercise of Functions in Partnershipò modifies and 

completes Regional Law no. 6 of 2002 without modifying th e criteria for 

identifying homogeneous zones in mountain areas. In the Piedmont  

Region, Article 4 of Regional Law no. 16/1999:  Single Text on Mountain 

Laws gives a definition of urban mountain centers defined on the basis of 

elevation and socioeconomic iso lation criteria. Territories are classified into 

different elevation bands whose criteria are stipulated in the national Single 

Text for Local Autonomies, taking into consideration demographic flows, the 

income of the local population, local services, and tourism inclination.  

Regional laws 16/1999 and 19/2003, in accordance with National Law 

142/1990, establish the criteria (orographic context, climate, vegetation, 

difficulties in agricultural use of soil, ecological fragility, and social -economic 

situation ) for identifying three different classes of mountain centers, 

depending on their degree of marginality.  

At the Piedmont Region Level, the most important laws are:  

o Regional Law no. 16/1999: Single Text on Mountain Laws  

o Regional Law no. 19/2003: Modificatio ns to Regional Law no. 16. of 2 

July 1999 (Unified Text on Mountain Laws)  

In the Aosta  Region, the entire region is classified as a mountain territory; 

moreover an elevation of 1,000 m is generally considered the real 

ñmountain zoneò (only the central valley being below this level).  

In the summer of 2007 (on 2 August 2007), the Italian government held a 

discussion on a draft law on measures to reduce administrative costs, due 

to which it plans to redefine what qualifies as a mountain area.  

In the future the  status of mountain municipality is to be accorded only to 

those places in which at least 80% of the area lies above 600 m or at least 

50% of the area lies above 600 m, and the elevation difference between the 

highest -  and lowest - lying points in the munici pality must be at least 600 m. 

Because of the changed parameters, many places will lose the status they 

have had until now and it will be necessary to perform new measurements 

in many mountain communities. The representatives of mountain 

municipalities the refore joined together in order to prevent the government 

initiative. The Italian organization UNCEM in particular set forth how 

decisive the definition of status of mountain municipality will be for many 

places, especially with regard to school administra tion, public services, 
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healthcare, roads, forests, and soil protection. The UNCEM therefore 

demanded that socioeconomic criteria be taken into account: the status of a 

mountain municipality must not be defined only on the basis of elevation or 

range of ele vation, but also with regard to other aspects, such as 

development of the population, and the structure and development of 

economic activities (Internet 3).  

In Lower Austria  the definitions and boundaries usually used are derived 

from the Alpine Convention  and the Alpine Space Program.  

In France  the delimitation of mountain areas ( zones de montagne ) comes 

from the National Planning Directive ( Directive nationale dôam®nagement) 

of 22 November 1977. This delimitation was confirmed with Articles 3 and 4 

of the  Law on Mountain Development and Protection ( Loi relative au 

d®veloppement et ¨ la protection de la montagne) (No. 85 -30 of 9 January 

1985). This law has been repeatedly modified by additional laws. The Law 

on Development of Rural Spaces ( Loi relative au d ®veloppement des 

espaces ruraux , 23 February 2005) strengthens the role of the Massif 

Committee ( Comit® de massif), now in charge of developing an 

Interregional Planning and Development Framework ( Sch®ma interregional 

dôam®nagement et de d®veloppement).  

The criterion defining mountain areas is elevation. All communities in which 

the municipal center is located at an elevation above 600 m are classified as 

mountain areas. The perimeter of these areas has frequently been 

expanded to take into consideration th e difficulties of agricultural activities 

in sectors with high declivity.  

In some territorial plans or territorial frameworks, the definition of mountain 

massifs ( massifs de montagne ) comprises the towns of the piedmont 

sectors in the massif.  

Decree 77 -566  of 3 June 1977 and Law 2005 -157 of 23 February 2005 on 

rural territory development ( Loi relative au d®veloppement des espaces 

ruraux 2005) define mountain area as municipalities or parts of 

municipalities where the climatic conditions are very difficult o r whose 

average slope does not allow mechanization.  

Law 85 -30 of 9 January 1985 on development and protection of mountains 

(Loi relative au d®veloppement et ¨ la protection de la montagne 1985), 

Decree 2004 -69 of 16 January 2004, and Law 2005 -157 of 23 Feb ruary 

2005 on rural territory development define massifs. These are mountain 

areas and their contiguous territories that form the same geographical and 

social entity.  

The criteria are the situation of the municipality within the perimeter of a 

massif or mo untain area.  

There are no laws specially devoted to small local urban centers in 

Switzerland . Special programs to enhance development are either related 
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to rural or economically threatened areas, rather than on the condition of 

being inside or outside the Alps. The New (Swiss) Regional Policy no longer 

focuses on mountain areas as it did before 2008.  

 

3.2 The European Documents Perspective 

The Lisbon Strategy  

Europe faces numerous problems for which suitable answers must be found 

in order to ensure continued ec onomic growth and new jobs.  

The goal of the revised Lisbon Strategy for growth and new jobs is the 

modernization of the economy in order to preserve the existing social model 

in the growing global market alongside technological changes, 

environmental press ures, and an aging population. In doing so it is 

necessary to take into account the principles of sustainable development 

and thus enable future generations to satisfy their own needs.  

In order for Europe to achieve this, it is necessary to invest in youth , 

education, research, and innovation. It is necessary to open the market and 

build a modern infrastructure that will enable business growth, innovation, 

and the creation of new jobs.  

As an addition to national endeavors to attain the goals of the Lisbon 

Strategy, the European Commission also prepared a program based on 

three pillars:  

o Knowledge and innovation for growth ;  

o Making Europe a more attractive place to invest and work ;  

o Creating more and better jobs . 

Like the key activities of the European Commissio n, these three pillars are 

also a good basis for preparing suitable measures in the Alpine area. It is 

necessary to provide for an attractive environment that will be a magnet for 

both a qualified workforce as well as investment. The key to this includes 

effective infrastructure networks, accelerating the development of human 

and social capital, and strengthening institutions.  

 

ESDP and urban centers  

The ESDP document, which is an implementation of the Amsterdam 

agreement on social and territorial cooperati on, clearly states that the 

characteristic feature of the European Union is ñcultural variety 

concentrated in a small areaò (ESDP 1999, 7). Despite a comparable degree 

of urbanization in Europe (compared to the US, Japan, and other countries), 

it is charac teristic that the European urban system primarily consists of 

large numbers of small and medium -sized urban cores. Small local urban 
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centers form a very stable core of the European urban system and are the 

living and working places for one  third of the Eur opean population.  

This is also the reason for emphasizing the role of small local urban centers 

in the ESDP document, especially the role of smaller towns in less densely 

settled areas (ESDP 1999, 21), which is also the main feature of Alpine 

space. Small cities are therefore frequently a topic in the ESDP document, 

particularly when discussing integrated spatial development and 

transnational and cross -border cooperation. They are often seen as centers 

of revitalizing declining rural regions and as hubs of ñnewò economic 

development. Strengthening small and medium -sized towns in rural areas 

as focal points for regional development and promoting their networking is 

also one of the policies in the ESDP document (1999, 24, 27, and 29).  

Another important documen t relating to European agendas and concerning 

towns is the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion (2008, 4), in which towns 

are classified as having from 5,000 to 50,000 inhabitants.  

The fundamental ESDP principles of territorial cohesion should also be 

integ rated into the CAPACities project: aspirations towards a more balanced 

polycentric urban system and new urban partnerships, securing access to 

infrastructure and knowledge, prudent sustainable development, and 

protection of natural/cultural heritage must p resent the theoretical 

framework for all of our actions in the project. Forming new urban 

partnerships and securing ñknowledgeò infrastructure within the AS SLUC 

could especially be highlighted in the CAPACities project. Our higher - ranking 

objective is thu s to improve and strengthen small local urban centers as 

motors of territorial development in Alpine space with special regard for 

endogenous territorial capital, urban/rural linkages, small/mega urban 

linkages, and so on.  

 

Green Paper on Territorial Cohes ion  

With an awareness of the difficulties of mountain areas, the Green Paper on 

Territorial Cohesion has ranked them among areas facing special 

development challenges.  

The Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion emphasizes awareness of the 

diversity of individ ual areas because diversity can be exploited in order to 

attain sustainable development goals. Appropriate means include 

harmonized policies for individual areas, such as the Alps, as well as policies 

to promote globally competitive and sustainable towns, fighting against 

social exclusion in parts of major areas and in at - risk urban neighborhoods, 

improving access to education, healthcare, and energy in remote regions, 

and the difficulties of certain regions with special geographical 

characteristics.  




