
DT\707790EN.doc PE402.549v01-00

EN EN

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
2004 










 2009

Committee on Regional Development

12.2.2008

WORKING DOCUMENT
on the Role of Cohesion Policy in the Integration of Vulnerable Communities 
and Groups 

Committee on Regional Development

Rapporteur: Gábor Harangozó



PE402.549v01-00 2/5 DT\707790EN.doc

EN

1. Introduction
The cohesion policy is one of the most important priorities of the European Union. With a 
financial envelop amounting 1/3 of the EU budget, this policy based more than any other 
policy on the principle of solidarity is intended to reduce economic, social and territorial 
disparities between the Member States and their 268 regions.
Nevertheless, those disparities still remain important. We have to have in mind that one 
region in four has a GDP per inhabitant under 75% of the average of the European Union and 
that there are also important imbalances appearing within regions.

Several European analyses, the results of the ESPON 2006 programme, the Cohesion Reports 
and the strategic initiatives draw the attention to the fact that social exclusion is concentrated 
spatially in the most underdeveloped areas. 
The aim of the report is to draw the attention to the spatial inter-linkage system of 
segregation, vulnerable groups and to underline the importance of the identification and 
territorial approach-based treatment of these processes. Therefore, the issue of vulnerable 
communities and groups should be addressed in the context of the territorial cohesion.
The document intends to highlight that it is necessary to identify and recognize the main 
problems in order to cope with territorial exclusion rooted in micro-territorial development. 
However, there is hardly any information on European level to be found in territorial analyses 
prepared so far and in the current European system of statistics. 

Shift from poverty to exclusion
The vulnerable groups are facing multi-dimensional problems through which poverty deepens 
and it takes up the form of exclusion and increasing segregation. The exclusion of those 
groups affected by long-term unemployment often leads to inactivity worsening their capacity 
to overcome social and economic difficulties. 

Exclusion has a strong spatial character
The exclusion from the flow of economic and social development mostly appears spatially 
and is inter-related with territorial exclusion; therefore access of the vulnerable groups to 
work and services is lower. 

The living prospects of social groups are determined by their geographical location: regions, 
micro-regions concerned and most generally by their living environment. The spatial 
determination of the risk of exclusion is therefore very strong.

The phenomenon appear on micro-regional level
It is important to highlight that these social and economic crises areas are mostly emerging in 
peripheral intra-regional areas or in lagging behind micro-regions and in most of the cases 
they can not be grasped at NUTS 2 level.
Therefore, the emergence of spatially vulnerable societies can be examined not on NUTS 2 
levels, but on LAU1 and LAU 2 levels in compliance with the EU terminology.

Segregation also in rural areas
Segregation processes are clearly more visible in the cities than in the surrounding less 
inhabited areas. The situation in the rural areas affected by segregation is actually even worse.

In urban areas the segregation processes are inter-related with the flow of suburbanization 
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which results in the decline of traditional city centres. Meanwhile, beside urban ghettos, social 
tensions are much more concentrated in lagging behind rural areas. The rural population 
suffers from a very disadvantaged situation in the new member states where the economic 
transition has strengthened the intra-regional disparities.

The problem is hidden: Missing instruments
The phenomenon of territorial exclusion here addressed is neither sufficiently covered by 
European statistics, nor by policy objectives and instruments. 
Those groups of society affected also by territorial exclusion are hidden for the spatial 
analysis, action planning and decision-makers as well. 
These processes happen at smaller territorial units' level; this is why the present observatory 
means at NUTS 2 level, such as data collection by EUROSTAT or the systematic analyses of 
ESPON programme are not capable of identifying them on a European scale. There are no 
generally applied, suitable territorial indicators.
As the results of our analysis presented in this report, the current system of statistics is not 
capable of preparing such an analysis of the intra-regional disparities within NUTS 2 regions 
that would be comparable EU-wide. Indicators measuring disparities of the territorial 
statistical units are not able to show the real infra-regional disparities at all. The territorial 
characteristics which bring about local, regional and social disadvantages - especially 
segregation - have not been introduced uniformly on European level yet. 

Intra-regional social and geographical peripheries
Regarding the territorial disparities, the European cohesion policy focusing on NUTS 2 
regions neglects several problems which arise within the regions. The intra-regional 
disparities are in many cases of more importance than those between the regions. 
The outstanding social and economic indicators of the large and middle-sized cities being the 
regional economic drivers often take our minds off the problems present in neighbouring 
areas or in segregated urban districts. Serious gaps are indeed created between the dynamic 
urban areas and those areas excluded from the social and economic development processes. 

Integrated approach is needed to tackle the problem on territorial level
Based on the analysis above, the horizontal approaches are not enough to solve the problems 
of vulnerable groups. In order to tackle the situation of these vulnerable groups, such 
territorial approach is needed which would address to the complexity of the problems and to 
the geographical location of the concerned areas. There is a genuine need for a micro-regional 
based approach focusing on intra-regional disparities and on the most sensitive areas.
If not, the polarization processes can deepen - especially if the economic and social 
interventions will be concentrated around the dynamic centres - and the excluded areas will 
further decline. When tackling this problem, great emphasis should be laid on spatial planning 
and the integrated spatial development. 

2. Intra-regional territorial exclusion

The shortages in terms of equal opportunities, the concentration of social conflicts, with 
special regard to the segregation resulting in the concentration of the vulnerable groups, can 
occur in several situations. It is a well-known urban problem, but on the basis of the 
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experience gained by new member states it appears mostly on a territorial basis.

The most underdeveloped areas are at a risk of territorial exclusion
There is both spatial and social distance between the vulnerable group and the majority of the 
society. The causes of exclusion root mostly the location of the excluded group. Location can 
mean serious disadvantages according to the following factors:

 Location features:
o Accessibility of workplaces
o Distance of city centres
o The poor transport infrastructure or its relative high expenditure
o Low income

 Internal features of the area
o Lack or presence of successfully operating entrepreneurships
o Low employment rate
o Low rate of qualification
o Human resources (in terms of health, qualification, well-being)
o The state of the built environment
o Tensions between the different social groups, racism and segregation
o Lack and quality of public services

Territorial exclusion is not generally the typical problem of the underdeveloped areas, and not 
only the rural areas, but it is specially the feature of the peripheries, micro-regions being in 
deep crisis. Territorial exclusion has the following genetic types coming from territorial 
features often mixed-up:

- Area with peripheral location
- Area on which excluded social groups, the poor, minorities are concentrated
- Area of conflicts as a result of economic structural transformation

Larger territorial units hide the problems of excluded territories
One of the problems of the lack of visibility of underdeveloped and lagging behind areas lies 
in the territorial aggregation. If the statistics show the data of bigger territorial units, the 
differences within the territorial units disappear. The available basis unit of measurement of 
the EU cohesion policy (NUTS 2) makes the social and economic factors of these territorial 
units of the different countries comparable. For the division of the resources of cohesion 
policy between regions and countries it is this approach that should be further applied. 
However, from the point of view of the interpretation of territorial cohesion, there are several 
spatial processes under way which do not appear through the socio-economic indicators 
identified on NUTS 2 level, and therefore remain hidden. 

The territorial concentration of vulnerable groups on the regions’ peripheries
Beside the needs of the cities and their wider surrounding rural areas, it is the lack of 
infrastructure which is the main reason for the serious development gaps within the regions, 
especially in Eastern Central Europe. 

Due to the local territorial organisation of the labour market, the lack of transport or 
information connections; the rural inhabitants with their lower mobility can not access the 
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advantages offered by more developed cities. Consequently, the attraction impact of the cities 
is not crowned with success, and due to the poverty and the insufficient availability of 
infrastructure the potential of rural areas is less and less not recognized.
In the new member states, where the tensions coming from the immigration concentrated in 
cities are less present, social segregation and the equal opportunities shortcomings appear 
mostly in these rural areas. It is at least a challenge of similar scale.

Territorial exclusion is beyond the social problems
Moreover, while poverty is basically as a result of insufficient income, territorial exclusion 
goes beyond this, since those living in segregated settlements and areas lose consequently a 
lot more of opportunities: learning opportunities, access to infrastructure and services. 

The ethnic differences - concentration of immigrants in urban ghettos and enhanced 
segregation of the Roma population in the new member states - make the problems of lagging 
behind areas even more serious, since their integration is even more challenging.
Finally, most vulnerable groups are likely while being excluded from the positive spill-over of 
socio-economic development to be as well excluded from decision-making processes.

Limited territorial data collection and processing in the European research
The social problems are not visible enough through the European statistics. In order to get 
comparable territorial units, we need to select the different territorial levels and data from the 
different countries in such a way that the variation of size of territorial units will be as small 
as possible. 

Beyond territorial aggregation problems, there are only limited social indicators at our 
disposal in territorial breakdown and therefore the European spatial research focus less on the 
social problems. There are some case studies which show the phenomena of segregation and 
territorial exclusion, but no Europe-wide analysis having higher level validity has been 
prepared yet. The indicators which can be applied territorially are as follows:

 Activity rate
 Employment rate
 Long-term unemployment rate
 Risk of poverty 
 Life expectancy
 Proportion of those having maximum primary school qualification

The way how poverty and social exclusion risks are tackled varies country by country. The 
systems of the member states differ not only in their available resources but also in the 
mechanisms of allocation. Besides national differences if we really want to solve the 
problems of lagging behind and segregated territories, we need to admit that the problems of 
poverty and social exclusion are territorial issues that need to be addressed through a spatial 
approach with sufficient resources concretely targeting the most disadvantaged areas.
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