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REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AT THE BORDERS OF THE EUROPEAN 
UNION INTRODUCTORY STUDIES 

 
Florentina CHIRODEA*,  

Constantin-Vasile ȚOCA**,  
Luminița ȘOPRONI*** 

 
Development is a complex process, with multiple values and dimensions. For specialists in many 

domains of activity, it represents a concept to which intensive research has been dedicated. On the other 
hand, politicians and governments have adopted it as a phrase that might substantiate their strategies and 
policies.  

As early as the beginning of the 18th century, the representatives of the Enlightenment, who showed 
interest in understanding the natural laws that determined the growth of plants and animals, tried to outline 
the meaning of this concept. Development was understood as being conditioned by the presence of 
favourable circumstances, in which the potential of living organisms could be released and a perfect 
existential form could be attained.  

The understanding of the concept as evolutionary process over time was borrowed by philosophers 
in the second half of the eighteenth century, in their approach of socio-economic and political issues from 
a rational and scientific stance. As advocates of rationalism, they managed to promote development as part 
of the set of principles imposed by the divinity, which governed the physical and human universe. In that 
context, the process had to be analysed independently of religious issues or explanations, economic and 
social constraints were challenged, and the state wanted to be the main instrument of progress. Later on, 
during the nineteenth century, modernist currents of thought, dominant at the time, placed emphasis on 
humans as emancipated beings who, by the use of their own abilities, became the subject and the main 
actors of their own development. Before long, the politicians of the time also adopted the phrase, at the 
same time adding to it the dimension of necessary and inevitable desideratum from the perspective of the 
success of the new production methods, extended on an industrial scale1.  

The principles of development were disseminated beyond the borders of Europe with the 
emergence and consolidation of colonial systems. During the same period, concepts such as “evolution” or 
“growth” were used in the publications of the time in order to characterize transformations that occurred in 
society. They heralded a change as regards the association of development with welfare. The term was used 
mainly in the legislation whereby rulers undertook to guarantee a minimum level of food, education and 
health care services in the colonies, but also to confirm a certain level of civilization, industrialization and 
productivity. From that moment on, regardless of the context in which it was used, the concept of 
development was perceived as encompassing change, evolutionary steps from simple to complex, and 
stages of growth from lower to higher levels, the factors and determinants involved in the process being 
only of economic nature. Adam Smith was one of the first theoreticians to demonstrate the influence of 
factors such as production, savings, and capital accumulation on economic growth2. The neoclassical theory 
developed by him, together with the one founded by Karl Marx, offered several development models that 
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focused on the behaviour of individuals and companies in the context of a perfect competitive environment, 
with very mobile production factors. In addition, the microeconomics of the early twentieth century were 
self-regulating through wages, prices, and low interest rates3. During the crisis of the 1930s, Keynes 
examined the role of the state in managing the economic downturn and noted that it was directly involved, 
as a consumer, investor or job creator, in the recovery of society. Thus, Keynes outlines a new, 
macroeconomic approach for the analysis of economic growth, the proposed model being oriented towards 
the priority development of certain activities and the use of a set of indicators to measure growth, the most 
important of which used to be the gross domestic product4.  

By the end of World War II, development had become an objective, with economic connotations, 
for each state, assumed even by the Charter of the United Nations5. Keynesian thinking was taken up by 
other economists, who proposed models for intensifying production through industrialization, for 
increasing the per capita income6, and for increasing the production of per capita goods7. Such guidelines 
did not take into account the consequences of rapid growth and neglected the social realities described in 
the first World Social Welfare Report, published in 1952 by the UN. During the following decade, starting 
from the observation that in a global capitalist system there was a systematic exchange of resources from 
poor to rich countries, neo-Marxist proponents put forward the view that such an exchange was unequal 
and represented the source of socio-economic imbalances and reflected the way societies were evolving8.  

The focus exclusively on economic growth has been heavily criticized, especially with the 
worsening of social problems (persistence of poverty, environmental degradation, emergence of ecological 
imbalances, uncontrolled expansion of urbanization, persistence of unemployment, the emergence of new 
forms of crisis, loss of confidence in government, etc.)9. Another term gradually entered the vocabulary of 
specialists, i.e. "social situation". If initially the concept was only a set of statistical indicators adjacent to 
development, later the concept started to be widely debated and studied as being part of both reality and of 
economic growth. In 1962, the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) characterized development 
processes as having two dimensions, economic and social, recommending a balance between the two 
aspects and their integration within the same concept, given the interdependence between the factors and 
determinants of each dimension. Thus, a new paradigm was born in which resources, technological 
progress, economic aspects and social changes were integrated10, and the system of indicators (GDP, labour 
productivity, money flow, trade balance, etc.) was completed with indicators regarding the quality of life. 
In 1975, the human-centred dimension of development was added, starting from the idea that human beings 
have a huge impact on development processes. Indicators relating to aspects of community life, to relations 
with the outer world and with one’s own consciousness (the human development index and the human 
freedom index)11 were also added. In the late 1980s, development was equated with the idea of well-being, 
which encompassed growth, expansion, economic progress, continuous enrichment (of an individual, 
community, or society as a whole), and improved living conditions. 

When the indicators mentioned above refer to a more or less defined area, the development acquires 
a spatial character, in addition to the temporal one, conferred by the evolution in time of the growth 
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processes. In this context, development theories can be extrapolated and translated into local, regional, 
rural, urban or territorial development models. In addition, the emergence of the globalization phenomenon 
has intensified interest in this type of analysis, the territorial impact of direct and unmediated relationship 
between different areas of the globe, situated at a great distance from each other, being an important factor 
in the development of an area12. The broad issues addressed in these analyses can be grouped into 4 broad 
categories, depending on the theories of regional development underlying the studies. Thus13:  

1. Analyses that address the issue from the perspective of neoclassical theories of growth, in which 
the quantity and quality of natural resources, the level of technology, monetary resources, labour and the 
cost of transport are considered the main determinants of regional growth. To these the following factors 
are added: full employment, maintaining a certain level of wages, flexibility of prices and wages, population 
growth, the degree of savings and investments, etc. In order to have constant and equal growth rates, labour 
and capital should move freely in a homogeneous economic space and in a perfect competitive environment, 
without taking into account social, political, innovation and regional geographical features. The model 
developed by Solow brings an improvement to these theories by integrating, along with labour and capital, 
the third factor - technical progress. In this way, the model manages to provide an explanation for the 
existence of convergence in the case of growth indicators for certain regions or for the deepening of 
discrepancies in underdeveloped areas. In order to reduce the gap, the model proposes investments in human 
and technical capital, the import of know-how and the training of a highly qualified workforce.  

2. The creators of cumulative growth theories have improved the Solow model with the intention 
of providing solutions to long-term growth. Thus, David Romer considers the human factor as being more 
efficient than material investment, the transformation of unskilled labour into skilled labour involving the 
use of more complex equipment, and therefore determining technological progress. Even the short-term 
investment in human capital might trigger a constant or progressive rate of growth while also preventing 
the slowing down of growth. In this case, the engine is innovation. In order to have a sustainable economic 
growth, the theories focus on activities that involve innovation and creativity, on professionalized education 
and an infrastructure that is adapted to the requirements. For Gunnar Myrdal, all these factors lead to the 
concentration of development in growth centres. Drawing on the centre-periphery theory developed by John 
Friedmann, which is based on the hypothesis that relations between central and peripheral areas are the 
engine of regional development, Myrdal attributes the differences in growth between regions to the relations 
of autonomy - dependence between central and peripheral regions. Manifested in a space delimited by 
national borders or centres of power, these relations attribute control over their own destinies to the central 
regions, the peripheral ones being dependent and controlled by the former. Based on this theory, Walt 
Whitman Rostow promotes the staged development model, whereby the large discrepancies recorded at the 
beginning are gradually reduced as the development spreads from the growth centres to the periphery. 
Another perspective is offered by Francois Perroux, a researcher of the growth pole theory, who considers 
that locating companies with a high capacity for innovation becomes a centre of attraction for capital and 
resources. He also points out that ports, airports, industrial platforms or large companies can have a similar 
effect, since by their mere presence they attract and facilitate the emergence or location of potential 
economic activities. The development manifested in these growth poles then spreads through various 
channels, involving the adjacent area or even the entire regional economy. Later, P. Pottier demonstrates 
that the transport links between these poles favour the flow of resources and the spread of innovation, 
becoming axes of development. The cumulative regional growth rate and the development model obtained, 
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which can also be of a continuously polarized type, depend on the quality of the diffusion and of the 
transport routes.  

3. In an attempt to explain the inequalities in the level of development of some regions, a group of 
regionalist theorists have developed a new current of thinking based on theories of international trade. 
Long-cycle theory promotes models whereby a competitive advantage is created, in conditions of imperfect 
competition, by the stimulation of technological innovation and the financial services sectors, factors on 
which the economies of large metropolitan areas depend. These cycles, based on long-term technological 
changes, are often coupled with the mechanisms of globalization of trade and favour, in particular, 
metropolitan regions rather than areas in the vicinity or on the periphery. At the same time, proponents of 
exogenous development theory recognize the importance of localization and public intervention. In the 
models proposed by them, they employed concepts such as diversified space, regions of knowledge, smart 
regions, etc., where the most innovative activities take place and which concentrate the best jobs. Therefore, 
the solutions offered to achieve homogeneous levels of development do not exclude the functioning of a 
predominantly endogenous framework of local development. Thus, the theory of endogenous development, 
founded by John Friedmann and Walter Stöhr in the late 50s, becomes central to the currents of thought, 
with an emphasis on local resources, ways of cooperation and cultural values of the community. Thus, 
based on this theory, development encompasses the three dimensions mentioned above: a spatial dimension, 
in which geographical, economic, social and cultural factors are manifested; a community-related 
dimension, which involves the inclusion of communities in the development process; a democratic 
dimension, based on the existence of structures within which people can express their views.  

4. Other theories of regional growth promote growth patterns that focus on the core economic 
sectors that produce goods and services for export, or on achieving flexible regional specialization that 
allows for a transition from a competition related to prices to a competition based on innovation. The newest 
theoretical orientation, sustainable development, is based on the concordance between resources and their 
capitalization, offering a development model that creates a system of interdependence between the 
environment and the socio-economic development. These relationships, which are ultimately found in 
indicators that reflect the quality of life, include governance, and its effectiveness in strengthening decision-
making capacity in areas important for long-term development.  

All these theories ultimately lead to models that combine the economic development of a region 
and its progress through the emergence of new roles and functions, with human development and the 
strengthening of individual capacities through education and adherence to ethical values, and with social 
development that has in view socio-cultural relations and citizen participation in the decision-making 
process14. In reality, the models that aim towards the achievement of well-being must take into account the 
interaction between global economic forces and regional characteristics, this generating a fragmented space 
in countries, regions, region-cities or region-states with different roles and functions.  

The constructivist and reflectivist doctrines have changed the classical perspective of approaching 
the region15, defining it as a process, as an entity in continuous evolution, with borders that are built, 
deconstructed and rebuilt from the outside or from the inside following the collective actions of the people 
and the process of identity formation. The structural elements that deconstruct and rebuild the borders of 
the regions are the economic flows and the communication infrastructure. The concept of “region-actor” 
has also been introduced, which defines the position of a region in terms of regional cohesion, representing 
the process whereby “a geographical area turns from a passive object into an active subject, able to express 
the transnational interests of the region”16. Thus, the concept becomes a comparative analytical tool for 
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understanding the construction and consolidation of regions and their formation as important actors in the 
international system.  

Regions have very different economic performances (among themselves) compared to states, 
induced by a number of determinants, such as: geography, demography, degree of specialization, economic 
productivity, physical and human capital, infrastructure, capacity for innovation. In this context, some 
regions are taking greater advantage of the benefits and opportunities of globalization and interconnection, 
being better connected to global markets. Thus, there are significant differences in the global regional 
landscape, related to production capacity, comparative advantage, economic indicators (GDP, GDP / capita, 
annual growth rate), income level, employment rate, labour productivity, demographic characteristics, 
institutions, policies, resources.  

The paradigm in which these structures operate no longer focuses on achieving convergent or equal 
levels of development, but on identifying regional models that allow sustainable development for 
prosperous regions and provide opportunities, in the short and medium term, aimed at eliminating 
disparities persistent in less prosperous regions17. For the latter category of areas, there has recently been a 
major concern in Central and Eastern Europe, driven by the need to find solutions to the new difficulties 
posed by the restructuring and reform processes experienced by the Member States that joined after 2004.  

Interest in the European Union's regional development and cohesion policy has also increased as a 
result of obstacles to deepening economic and political integration18. Being a horizontal policy, it addresses 
areas considered strategic by the European Commission (education, employment, energy, environment, 
single market, research and innovation, etc.) by funding the territorial development programs proposed by 
the Member States and implemented at regional level by local authorities. The new thematic objectives 
developed for the period 2021-2027 aim at: a smarter Europe through innovation, digitalisation, economic 
transformation and support for SMEs; a greener, low-carbon Europe; a more connected Europe through 
strategic transport and digital networks; a more social Europe that respects social rights and supports quality 
jobs, education, skills, social inclusion and equal access to health care; a Europe closer to its citizens by 
supporting locally responsible development strategies and sustainable urban development19.  

One of the instruments that might ensure the implementation of the European Union's Cohesion 
and Regional Development Policy is undoubtedly the one that promotes cross-border cooperation (CBC). 
During the construction and integration processes of Europe, a number of forms of CBC20 have developed, 
in several stages, as shown by Durr-Guimerr and Gonzales, depending on the growth of cross-border 
initiatives, the territorial expansion, and the development of instruments of institutional support to 
cooperation (see Fig. 1)21. 

 
Figure1. The history of cross-border co-operation in Europe (1950-2010) 
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Source: Antoni Durŕ-Guimerŕ, Xavier Oliveras González, op.cit. 

 
The emergence and development of cooperative relations between border regions has been 

supported by other European Commission initiatives, most of which have been transposed into EU law. We 
refer to: Resolution on Co-operation between Local Communities in Frontier Areas (1974); European 
Outline Convention on Cross-Border Co-operation between Territorial Communities or Authorities (1980); 
European Regional / Spatial Planning Charter (1983); European Charter of Local Self-Government (1985); 
Legal Declaration on Cross-border Co-operation (1987); Community Charter of Regionalization (1988); 
European Convention on Transfrontier Television (1995); Additional Protocol to European Outline 
Convention on Cross-Border Co-operation between Territorial Communities or Authorities (1998); 
Strategies for Promoting Cross-Border and International Co-operation in an Enlarged EU (2002); 
Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 July 2006 on a European grouping of cross-
border co-operation (2006, with the 2013 amendments)22. Under this legislation, the first mechanisms for 
effective interregional integration have been developed at the level of border regions, leading to the 
emergence of the first forms of cross-border cooperation23. The first Euregio created (it coined the term) 
consisted of Twente-Oostgelderland (NL) Westmuensterland and Grafschaft Bentheim (FRG), the second 
being the Maas-Rhine region around Maastricht (NL), Aachen (FRG) and Liege (B)24. The two examples 
of good practice have been replicated in other EU Member States, with the process starting in the western 
part of the European Union and moving towards Eastern Europe. This develops a network of such structures 
along the EU's internal or external borders25. Another form of cooperation, based on the 2006 Regulation26, 
is represented by European cross-border cooperation groups. The first group was Euromtropola Lille-
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Press, Debrecen, 2017, p. 49-62. 
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Kortijk-Tournai, registered in 2008 in France and Belgium27, and the last of the 79 European Groupings of 
Territorial Cooperation is set up in 2020, EGTC Pirineos Pyrenees (between France and Spain)28.  

From the perspective of financial support for cross-border cooperation, a number of programs have 
been carried out at the internal borders of the European Union during various budget years and financed by 
the European Regional Development Fund under the name INTERREG Community Initiative: Interreg I 
(1990-1993); Interreg II (1994-1999; Interreg III (2000-2006); Interreg IV (2007-2013); Interreg V (2014-
2020); Interreg Europe (2021-2017)29. At the external borders of the European Union, a series of programs, 
aimed at the stimulation of cross-border cooperation, while also providing opportunities for the 
development of regions close to the EU's external borders, have been developed. They include30: Phare 
CBC (1994-1998, 1998-2000, 2000-2006), Phare CREDO, LACE Phare (Linkage Assistance an 
Cooperation for the European Border Region); TACIS CBC (Technical Assistance to the Community of 
Independent States); MEDA - financial instrument for the implementation of the Euro-Mediterranean 
Partnership; CARDS (Community Assistance for Reconstruction, Development and Stabilization); IPA 
(Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance); ENPI (European Neighborhood and Partnership Instrument); 
ENI (European Neighborhood Instrument). 

In this context, areas adjacent to borders are often described as laboratories of European cohesion, 
in which processes of change can be analysed on a small scale. Researchers have shown particular interest 
in areas delimited by the EU's internal borders, which are more or less open, as they face 3 major changes: 
increased trade and cross-border service flows, and labour mobility, due to the process of European 
integration; the expansion of transport networks, utilities and public services by increasing the volume of 
investments in transnational infrastructure; strengthening cooperation between communities on both sides 
of the border by standardizing legal and administrative processes and developing cross-border initiatives31. 
Moreover, the border regions delimited by the old border dividing Western Europe from Eastern Europe, 
also called "small Europe", seem to be the most appropriate areas for analysing opportunities for political, 
economic, cultural, environmental and social welfare32. As for the regions at the EU's external borders, their 
disadvantage prevails, especially when the "fortress of Europe" closes to its neighbours. However, as the 
good neighbourhood policy is implemented, regional growth also manifests itself at the EU's eastern 
border33.  

The present volume of studies and analyses, the second one in a series dedicated to investigating 
regional development at the borders of the European Union34 was conceived starting from the theoretical 
underpinnings presented above. However, it does not claim to be exhaustive. The chief purpose of its two 
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sections is to improve approaches to regional development through new levels of analysing contemporary 
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