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Abstract

:

In the past, the contrasts between rural and urban regions were the primary feature of analysis, while today, spatial dynamics are realized by the interactions between spaces and focus on the dependencies of rural-urban areas. This implies that boundaries are not anymore perceived as fixed but as flexible and fluid. With rising spatial interrelations, the concept of the “city-region” has been increasingly regarded as a meaningful concept for the implementation of development policies. Governance arrangements working at the rural-urban interface are often highly complex. They are characterized by horizontal and vertical coordination of numerous institutional public and private actors. In general, they provide opportunities to reap benefits and try to ameliorate negative outcomes but, due to asymmetric power relations, rural areas are often challenged to make their voice heard within city-region governance structures which can too easily become focused on the needs of the urban areas. This paper addresses these issues of rural-urban partnerships through the case of the Metropolitan Area of Styria. It presents analyses on the core issue of how to recognize the structure and driving challenges for regional co-operation and inter-communal collaboration in this city-region. Data were collected through workshops with regional stakeholders and interviews with mayors. Although the Metropolitan Area of Styria occupies an increased reference in policy discourses, the city-region has not grown to a uniform region and there are still major differences in terms of economic performance, the distribution of decision-making power, accessibility and development opportunities. If there should be established a stronger material and imagined cohesion in the city-region, it requires enhanced assistance for municipalities with less financial and personal resources, and tangible good practices of inter-municipal co-operation. The ability to act at a city-regional level depends highly on the commitment for co-operation in the formal and informal governance arrangement, and on the willingness for political compromises as well as on the formulation of common future goals.
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1. Introduction and Theoretical Framework


The changing nature of spatial dynamics have turned the attention of analysts and policy-makers on viewing city boundaries not as strict demarcation lines, but as primarily administrative units that are closely linked in their functional relationships to each other and surrounding spaces. Changes of rural and urban regions emphasize the urgency to control processes of settlement concentration and spatial cohesion by means of joint strategies and actions. While cities have been assessed in an era of urbanization as “basic motors of global economy” [1], at the end of the last century, the perspective of city-regions gained more and more scholarly and political interest [2]. However, focusing on this rearrangement and rescaling of spatial order is referring just to the general aspect of competitiveness and falls short of capturing increasing spatial disparities and uneven development, as well as increasing social exclusionary trends and polarization within these regions. These problems are related to the “shortcoming of the neoliberal model of city-regional competitiveness, […] multiple rounds of market failure, government failure, government-induced market failure, and market-induced government failure” [1]. Even if city-regions have expanded over the last decades in population and area, they “are replete with severe social and economic problems, including stubborn class divisions that always threaten to break out into open social disturbances” [3]. The primary focus on cities as the engine in the functional regions reflects a paralysis in the discourse of city-region policy-making [4]. Realizing the internal spatial disparities and the neglect of the rural parts in a city-region’s discourse, a more comprehensive recognition of urban and rural contributions to interaction processes and specific underpinning of rural impact was advocated [5]. While the increased interaction frequency is acknowledged by recent studies, policy strategies and programs, regional organization structures adapted only gradually so far. The debate is therefore visibly oriented towards recognizing rural-urban interrelationships and advocating strategies to support a synergistic development of this exchange. Innovative rural-urban efforts are sought to address the issues of governance, collaboration, regional imbalances and inequities [6].



The ongoing spatial dynamics emphasize the urgency to control processes of settlement concentration and spatial cohesion by means of joint strategies and actions. These changes are particularly experienced in the interrelation between rural and urban regions, and often affect the interim areas as zones of crossover, comprising elements of both spatial categories and/or altering their particular place characteristics at an accelerated pace. Strategies are therefore sought to increasingly harness the adaptation potential and synergies at this juncture between rural and urban regions [7]. Intense relationships and interactions in the economic, social and cultural fields are an indicator of development potentials and common synergies. However, in the past, often the dichotomies of rural and urban regions were selected as the primary feature of analysis. For a long time, population decline in numerous (peripheral) rural regions, ongoing urbanization trends, as well as the steady increase of the importance of productivity and knowledge generation in urban regions, have led to a stereotyped assessment [8] that rural areas have only low development potential and existing disparities are inevitable and must be accepted [9].



Nowadays, this dichotomous thinking is losing credibility and spatial dynamics and interactions of rural and urban regions are coming to the fore. This implies that boundaries are not anymore perceived as fixed but as flexible and fluid. The multiple forms of relations between rural and urban areas may be viewed through the prisms of absolute, relative and relational space [7]. Jones and Woods [10] distinguish three categories in their analysis of the relationships and interactions between rural and urban regions: (i) absolute space with fixed boundaries, (ii) relative space that is intertwined with other spaces, and (iii) relational space that is not limited, but fluid and dynamic. Spaces are thus seen as networks, nodes and entanglements in economic, political, social and cultural relationships. As Heley and Jones [11] point out, the relational approach has a significant impact on the conceptualization of rural regions, as they are no longer subordinate to urban areas. The three spatial categories presented by Jones and Woods [10] might coexist in many of our rural-urban spaces and are particularly relevant in terms of providing frameworks for sustainable and inclusive municipalities.



It is particularly environmental problems that are in the forefront of rural-urban considerations. With the policy, remit for a transition towards sustainable societies’ spatial units cannot be dealt with separately. Hence rural-urban interlinkages are core to both the contemporary, pressing challenges and have to be acknowledged and taken into account in policy design. As previous case studies applying such processes reveal, an integrative approach addressing long-term ecological concerns also implies positive socio-economic effects [12]. Global pressures for sustainable development and action to curb inequality can be assessed as megatrends to be considered in regional strategies and community action. Aiming at a more useful narrative, global actors support such strategies by speaking of a “geography of opportunities” when conceiving rural well-being concepts [13]. The need to address the embeddedness in socio-spatial structures is particularly relevant when assessing sustainable pathways at functional scales, i.e., rural-urban spaces. Understanding and analyzing the impact of socio-technical change in its path dependency, and influences of institutional contexts [14], point to the need to integrate the whole spatial system, comprising urban and rural parts in analyses and policies, fostering sustainable and inclusive approaches.



1.1. The Concept of City-Regions


With the rising spatial interrelations, the concept of the “city-region” was increasingly regarded as the “adequate” scale and meaningful concept for the implementation of development policies and found widespread use at global, European, national and regional levels [2,15]. It addressed the need to consider not just challenges of the urban core, but also referred to peri-urban and rural “hinterland” linked by functional ties. City-regions have characteristics that are similar in many regions of the world like metropolitan centers which are spreading far outwards into hinterlands and mixes of suburban settlements, miscellaneous industrial and commercial spaces, local service centers and agricultural land [3]. This illustrates that the boundaries between rural, peri-urban and urban regions are increasingly fluid and the regions themselves are integrated, looking at population and labor market flows, mobility and transport networks, public service provision or environmental services. City-region approaches are recognizing agglomeration processes which call for the adjustment of development strategies. Woods and Heley [7] argue that an effective governance of rural-urban relations requires approaches that are grounded in the democratic legitimacy which can be provided by the association of governance institutions with territorial space. However, these governance arrangements should also be able to engage with relational flows and interactions between the rural and the urban. Governance arrangements working at the rural-urban interface are often highly complex. They are characterized by horizontal and vertical coordination of numerous institutional public and private actors. Furthermore, within such structures, we realize significant potential of experimentation with bottom-up and participatory policy-making [2]. In general, rural areas provide opportunities to reap benefits, trying to ameliorate negative outcomes; but, due to asymmetric power relations, rural areas are often challenged to make their voice heard within city-region governance structures which can too easily become focused on the needs of the urban areas [16].




1.2. Rural-Urban Partnerships


Not only in sciences but also in politics, attention has shifted towards the interdependency of rural, peri-urban and urban regions [17,18]. In many places, the urbanization process is ongoing, conflicts over land use arise and the commitment to sustainability and climate goals increase the need to act and to take concrete measures to improve and promote rural-urban co-operation. The synergies that are created through such co-operations depend, to a large extent, on well-designed (multi-level) governance systems that address resource challenges through new orientations towards renewable resources and circular economy pathways, strategies to avoid waste and systemic assessment of sustainability features in rural-urban regions. Moreover, beyond shaping an appropriate institutional framework, capacities and awareness of actors have to be elaborated so that actors exhibit open-minded attitudes in these complex governance processes [15]. As intermediary institutions, regional management agencies (RMA) play a key role at the interface between planning, politics, management and regional steering of participatory processes. They operate in a political and institutional multi-level system between top-down requirements and bottom-up networking, and are able to engage with relational flows and interactions between different spaces [19,20]. The synergy effects of co-operation between rural, peri-urban and urban regions are also of great importance for the EU 2020 strategy, which promotes intelligent, sustainable and integrative growth [21,22,23], and will be important for the implementation of EU’s Green Deal strategic conception as well. The OECD [23] identifies, in the report on “Rural-Urban Partnerships”, five areas as relevant categories to link rural, peri-urban and urban areas:




	
Demographic linkages,



	
Economic transactions and innovation activities,



	
Delivery of public services,



	
Exchange in amenities and environmental goods and,



	
Multi-level governance interactions.








Demographic linkages include commuting and migration patterns, and service provision is another core functional dimension of rural-urban linkages. Among these services, transport is particularly relevant, since it has an impact on social cohesion and on how people can access goods and services. Amenities and environmental goods are further central dimensions of rural-urban linkages because rural residents need urban amenities such as complex consumption or cultural events, while urban residents’ value rural amenities such as the quality of environment and biodiversity, less congested living arrangements and closer social relationships [24]. Furthermore, the “Urban Agenda for the EU” states that most urban challenges such as mobility, land use or energy are felt across city-regions. Such functional links between the core areas and its surroundings serve as territorial ‘hinges’ between rural and urban strategies, and solutions to many common challenges require thinking and co-operating beyond municipal boundaries [22].



Improving rural-urban linkages enhances the development of both urban and rural populations and fosters synergies. A successful rural-urban partnership is depending on an established and well-functioning multi-level governance arrangement and on the willingness for co-operation of all relevant partners. These socially constructed, functional networks of reciprocity and interdependence demand horizontal coordination. Depending on the purposes of the partnership, the actors involved are varying from public sector representatives and politicians, interest groups’ local stakeholders to NGOs [6]. Therefore, an effective co-operation within a rural-urban partnership needs [2,24]:




	
An awareness of the interdependency of rural and urban areas in a given space (functional region),



	
A membership mix that includes the relevant rural and urban representatives,



	
A framework for action or objectives that represents mutual interests (rural and urban),



	
Initiatives aimed at yielding collective benefits to urban and rural partners,



	
An organizational form that is fit for the purpose to help to realize the partnership’s objectives.








Great expectations on partnerships in collaborating in multi-level governance frameworks often encounter disappointing results, usually attributed to complex contexts, contested positions and spatially divergent aspirations. Yet, failures tend to rely also on actors refraining from being involved in formal relations. This means that informal institutional development and collaboration is decisive in achieving desired outcomes in regional development implementation [25]. Both formal and informal governance arrangements are therefore fundamental parts in shaping and negotiating an effective framework for future proceedings and synergies in this territorial context. The intensity of rural-urban linkages might depend, to a large extent, on physical proximity which has impact on the availability and accessibility to jobs, goods, services and other amenities.




1.3. Drivers and Obstacles in Rural-Urban Co-Operation


For the implementation of development strategies in city-regions, formal and informal governance arrangements are required to achieve horizontal and vertical coordination, especially aiming at the promotion of rural-urban co-operation. Such governance arrangements offer, beyond the horizontal coordination between the public and the private sectors, many advantages, like the involvement and reception of local interests, an enhanced interaction among different stakeholders, the empowerment of local civic groups and the population in general [2]. Therefore, it is one of the prime preconditions for rural-urban partnerships to accomplish a sufficient level of trustful relationships, to get a hold of actors that strive for material and imagined cohesion, to nurture chances for stable, long-term relationships, and establish collaborations on which a regional identity can be built up [6,10]. Often, identity formation goes hand in hand with positive experience and tangible project results. Furthermore, existing friction between peripheral municipalities, and the urban pole caused by persistent historical resentment and mistrust due to power imbalances, should be reflected and, at the best, overcome in rural-urban partnerships [26].



If a city-region, composed of a core area, surrounding municipalities and rural hinterland, engages in building up an innovative and dynamic image, then well-functioning governance arrangements are required which, in addition to their formal tasks, also seek for informal exchange. They should also include the capacity to negotiate compromises between the often very diverse partners in the sub-regions regarding size, economic performance, resources and location. It needs a united effort by politics and administration, a distinct self-perception against the outside world, but also the backing of the region itself by residents who live in the city-region and identify with it. The ability to act at the city-regional level depends on the degree of commitment to co-operation in the formal and informal governance arrangement, and on the willingness for political compromises as well as on the formulation of common goals [6]. Unfortunately, inadequate financing and capacity constraints with regard to personal and time resources often sets limits to successful implementation of rural-urban partnerships [2]. A further challenge is to find a balance between collective action and local autonomy, especially for the rural and smaller municipalities [16]. They often have limited resources in development strategies of city-regions. These circumstances have to be recognized by the “stronger” and more influential partners so that remote, less represented municipalities are not left behind or “cheated” by the others. An important step has been taken when one’s own community is not anymore the prime reference but is replaced by thinking in regional contexts. Especially in times of climate change, high traffic load, large land consumption and loss of biodiversity, a common approach to solving these problems in city-regions is essential. Improving rural-urban partnerships enhances the development of both urban and rural populations and fosters linkages and synergies.



This paper addresses these issues of rural-urban partnerships through the case of the rural-urban interactions experienced in the Metropolitan Area of Styria and the overall research question is: What is the role of the Regional Management Agency in the Metropolitan Area of Styria and how does it promote inter-municipal co-operation and rural-urban partnership? The paper presents analyses on the core issue of how to recognize, structure and assess the driving challenges for regional co-operation and inter-communal collaboration in this region. The long-term question arises from continuous preoccupation with regional development policies and appropriate institutional and governance structures, and efforts for a strong regional support network. It is particularly important that the achievements and obstacles in previous approaches are reflected and a common assessment is used for coping with future challenges. Acknowledging intensive resource use, shifts in contemporary organization of settlement, labor and skills’ allocation, transport and mobility, as well as service provision and well-being factors are pivotal to enhancing sustainable development pathways.



The following section starts by presenting the methodological approach, making use of empirical analysis in a comparative EU research project. It then focuses on the key challenges in the case study region of the Metropolitan Area of Styria (MAS). The next section discusses the original contribution of the Regional Management Agency (RMA) as intermediary institution to enhance regional collaboration and, above all, instigate inter-municipal co-operation. Of course, this is an ongoing process and deficiencies and shortcomings of the process are highlighted as well. The discussion section summarizes findings and relates them to the general discourse on improving governance frameworks for rural-urban interrelations.





2. Materials and Methods


In the EU-project ROBUST—“Rural-Urban Outlooks: Unlocking Synergies”—within the Horizon 2020 program, the concepts of “Living Labs” and “Community of Practice” are the main approaches to explore region-specific aspects and governance structures, as well as planning instruments. The main intention is to exchange knowledge among regional actors of the Living Labs as well as to elaborate a shared repertoire [27]. Living Labs are to be understood as platforms in which different actors work together in the development and testing of new political instruments, services, planning instruments and forms of organization. They can be perceived as an experimental form of governance [28,29]. In 11 Living Labs (see Figure 1), 24 European institutions worked together from June 2017 to November 2021 in national teams, each formed by a scientific and a practice partner. Both partners are involved in the conception and implementation of investigations within the Living Lab. The interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary orientation of the content is reflected both in the representatives of the international scientific consortium from the fields of spatial sciences, geography, agricultural economics, environmental sciences, sociology and anthropology, as well as through the practice partners and stakeholders in the region.



In Austria, the Metropolitan Area of Styria (MAS) was chosen as a Living Lab. The main topics are focusing on new business models and labor markets, public infrastructure and social services as well as cultural connections. In these thematic fields, existing and future interactions between urban, suburban and rural regions should be made visible, co-operations are to be established, and further collaboration explored in order to promote sustainable regional development in the MAS.



A number of methods are applied and experimented with, which do justice to the complexity of the content-related orientation of ROBUST [27]. A multitude of quantitative and qualitative methods are used to map the diversity of rural-urban linkages and to support regional actors in their co-operation efforts in the Living Labs. At the beginning of the ROBUST project, a systematic literature review was carried out, including an evaluation of earlier projects, regional studies and the analysis of spatially differentiated data. Therefore, in each Living Lab, rapid appraisals were elaborated which provided a first screening of policy frameworks, governance systems, instruments and practices that are in place in the MAS [30,31]. Within these Rapid Appraisals, existing studies and available data were used, and governance arrangements as well as planning instruments were analyzed with reference to the three topics of assessing new localities, smart development and network governance. This could provide insights into the relationships between urban, peri-urban and rural localities in the Living Labs. Elaborating Rapid Appraisals, MAS dealt with topics such as cultural networks, mobility and transport arrangements as well as the development and scope of the ‘Law on Planning and Development of the Province of Styria and its Regions’, which promotes inter-communal co-operation by implementing a regional budget. Hereby, the types of stakeholders and the most important formal and informal processes were analyzed, and drivers of regional development identified [30,31].



The Living Lab team also conducted a series of regional workshop events in which perceptions and strategies of local and regional actors were investigated, according to a comparable workshop structure of the ROBUST project. Two stakeholder workshops, a Regional Workshop and a Multi-Stakeholder Workshop, were held in order to include relevant stakeholders of the urban, peri-urban and rural parts of the MAS in the process of the project. The Regional Workshop with representatives from the province of Styria, the city of Graz and the LEADER (Liaison entre actions de développement de l’économie rurale) management associations of the districts of Graz Surroundings and Voitsberg took place in May 2018 in Graz. The purpose of the workshop was to discuss with the participants the identity of the residents with the city-region, material and imagined cohesion in MAS as well as to translate abstract terms like counter-/urbanization, soft space, functional city-region or governance into more grounded and accessible ideas that can be adopted and employed by practitioners and policy-makers in the regions [32].



Good functioning multi-level governance arrangements, with a broad range of various stakeholders are a precondition for rural-urban partnerships. The Multi-Stakeholder Workshop was therefore preceded by Stakeholder Mapping, in order to identify additional stakeholders, especially in the field of culture and new business models. As a consequence, 67 stakeholders from the field of new business models and labor market (18 existing, 11 new ones), public infrastructure and social services (22 existing, 7 new ones) and cultural connections (3 existing, 6 new ones) were invited to participate at the Multi-Stakeholder Workshop in September 2019 in Stübing near Graz; 16 stakeholders accepted the invitation. The participants were asked to discuss the success factors and framework conditions of inter-municipal co-operation, potential shared economy projects, and important developments and challenges in the city-region alongside the three topics of new business models and labor markets, public infrastructure and social services, and cultural connections.



The aim was to find out how different stakeholders could use their skills and knowledge to jointly tackle those challenges through co-operations and initiatives. To spark the conversation among the members of each group, the attendants were presented with three specific visions for each of the three main topics. To further foster the exchange of cross-sectoral knowledge, participants were asked to switch tables after 30 min of discussion to work on the two remaining topics [33]. The workshop enabled the integration of new stakeholder groups in the process, which yielded a multi-perspective approach to the three topics. Furthermore, rural-urban linkages with potential for future development could be identified by the participants from administration bodies, intermediary institutions and NGOs in the field of economy, culture, infrastructure, transport, and food system.



Due to the fact that the 52 municipalities of the polycentric city-region MAS differ greatly in size, economic performance and location, the Living Lab team conducted a survey with the mayors of the MAS. It was explored, to which extent and which kind of inter-municipal co-operation already exists, if mayors have experience with governance structures like Local Action Groups of LEADER or small regions’ associations, and which problems, obstacles and drivers they identify. Circumstances like asymmetric power relations—ranging from co-operation to rivalry, socio-cultural contrasts between municipalities, dominant core cities and a lack of interest of how rural spaces are conceptualized, governed and represented in the city-region debate, make it necessary to consult the mayors and give them a voice [4,16,26,34]. All mayors were approached by E-Mail and further by telephone to participate and 38 mayors agreed to be interviewed. The questionnaire was semi-structured with seven guiding questions. The telephone interviews were conducted between July–November 2019, transcribed and coded using the software Maxqda. Within the survey, it should be explored if the mayors participated in inter-municipal co-operation and which positive and negative experiences they made, how their tasks have changed over time, if they see a potential of new business models through shared economy concepts in their municipalities, and if they are interested in enlarging a cultural rural-urban network and increased cultural offers within the city-region. To get insight into the evolution and role of the Regional Management Agency of the MAS, an expert interview with the Regional Manager was conducted. It offers an assessment of the development and challenges in the MAS over the years from the view of the Regional Manager and helps to identify the promoting and inhibiting factors of rural-urban linkages. The results of the workshops and the interviews are exchanged and presented in the Community of Practice and will be disseminated in the city-region.




3. Living Lab Metropolitan Area of Styria


The Austrian Living Lab “Metropolitan Area of Styria” is one of seven regional administrative units in the province of Styria (Austria is a federation with three tiers of government: The nation state and the nine federal states are equipped with legislative powers, while the 2100 municipalities are handling administrative tasks on behalf of the federal states and issues of local concern as independent administrative bodies [35]) and connects Graz, the second largest city of Austria, with 51 municipalities of the districts of Graz Surroundings and Voitsberg. The number of total population amounts to 498,186 inhabitants [36] and is with 37.6% of the most populated region in Styria [37]. The region is located in the south-eastern Alpine foreland and it covers 1.890 km2. The relatively abrupt change from urban to rural areas, especially along the northern, eastern and western transition zone of the city to its hilly surroundings, have also a strong impact on climate, air exchange and pollution, but also in terms of settlement and mobility development (see Figure 2). The region is characterized by a prosperous economic situation, with the dynamic core city of Graz merging increasingly with its surrounding peri-urban environment and inter-related rural municipalities with recreational areas. Another urban center of smaller scale can be located around the district town of Voitsberg. All other municipalities can be subsumed under “rural areas around centers” and “rural areas” [38].



The economic structure of the metropolitan area is characterized by the secondary and tertiary sector. The western part of the city-region (Köflach and Voitsberg) looks back on a tradition of mining, where, nowadays, the manufacturing industry for metal, paper and glass is located. Due to the former industry, these sites are well connected to the city of Graz by railway infrastructure. In municipalities south of Graz, the “ACStyria Autocluster” plays an important role. Further south, the land use changes and agricultural production is predominating. As one of the old, crisis-ridden industrial areas of Styria, the MAS managed to transform into a modern region of technology. In the meantime, an institutionalized co-operation between science and industry has been established and the high research quota leads to numerous innovations and a dynamic economic development of the city-region. The plurality of renowned research institutions encourages co-operation with industry. The MAS plays an important role within the five clusters located in Styria—automotive cluster, Human Technology, Green Tech, creative industries and Silicon Alps. Additionally, eight “Competence Centers for Excellent Technologies” are based in Graz.



The heterogeneity of the MAS is also clearly reflected in the population structure, which is to be considered in a differentiated manner. While Graz, as well as some neighboring municipalities, is constantly growing in population, the district of Voitsberg reports a negative population balance. The future population development of the total region paints a positive picture (see Figure 3), although the regional demographic development is heterogeneous. Graz, which is the capital of Styria, is one of Austria’s dynamic cities with 291,072 inhabitants. Due to its high level of economic dynamism, the city benefits greatly from increased migration (population change 2012–2020: +11%).



The municipalities in the district of Graz Surroundings, especially those in the vicinity of the urban core as well as those along important traffic corridors, are affected by the suburbanization process and are gaining in population. In addition, Graz Surroundings is the second largest employer district in Styria after the city of Graz. The western and northern parts of the region, on the other hand, are characterized by less dynamism. The main challenges of the district of Voitsberg are the negative demographic development and the ongoing aging of the population. From 2012 to 2020, the district has experienced a population decline of 1.8%. Furthermore, increasing commuter flows from rural to urban areas and the other way around can be observed. Since commuting within the MAS is predominantly focused on the motorized individual transport, a high level of traffic is the result.



Overall, the MAS can be designated as a diverse region where the requirements and needs of urban, peri-urban and rural citizens have to be combined and supported in order to boost the integrated and sustainable regional development. In the last years, the MAS has undertaken an administrative restructuring due to a structural reform of administrative units [39]. Beyond those institutional changes, an intensification of functional relationships between rural and urban parts of the MAS can be observed, as well as social changes, shifts in settlement structure and leisure activities of people. In light of these general conditions and developments, co-operation between the core region and the peri-urban and rural areas become increasingly important, with regard to the overall regional development. This includes funding of urban-rural development measures, further integration into transnational programs and strategic networking on national and international levels. The Regional Manager of the MAS describes the future development of the city-region as following:




“The region is booming. The population increase will be around 15% over the next 10 years, which means we will grow from 500,000 to around 650,000. There is so much to reconstruct in infrastructure, that other topics, like a financial equalization [mechanism between municipalities] is not the highest priority at the time. Co-operation more in the direction of mobility, and now also in the direction of climate change adaptation are increasing because these can no longer be controlled through money alone, and we are also very strongly committed to invest.”



(E 1)






4. Results


In times of rapid economic change and increasing social challenges, new pathways should be explored to strengthen the linkages between rural and urban regions and to achieve sustainable and inclusive regional development. Both formal and informal governance arrangements are decisive in shaping and negotiating an effective framework for future proceedings and synergies in this territorial context. In the following, we present first the Living Lab MAS and its multi-level governance arrangement and we analyze the evolution and the role of the Regional Management Agency (RMA) to implement forward-looking strategies for this intensively inter-linked city-region. Second, we illuminate the needs of the regional stakeholders for inter-communal co-operation and their assessment of future issues of regional governance and inter-communal collaboration in MAS. The results of the two stakeholder workshops and the interviews with the mayors are used to illustrate their needs and requirements for a sustainable and inclusive development of the city-region.



4.1. Facilitation of Intra-Regional and Rural-Urban Co-Operation


In the Living Lab, the RMA acts as an anchor point for sector-specific topics; it accompanies the development of the Regional Strategies of MAS, also with the intention to strengthen city-regional identity and to assist various inter-communal projects. The fields of activity are manifold, reaching from the elaboration of future-oriented mobility solutions, to projects in the area of social participation or to the mediation of establishing a rural-urban recreational area near the river Mur. In the following, the evolution of the MAS will be elucidated, which found its starting point with the EU accession of Austria. Afterwards, the most important key activities of the RMA will be described and reflected on critically.



4.1.1. Founding of the Regional Management Agency of the MAS


After joining the EU in 1995, RMAs have been established all over Austria. They are intermediary institutions between administrative, market and regional interests, and interact in a political multi-level system with the claim to take on regional steering and coordinating tasks. It depends on the framework conditions to what extent RMAs can be considered as carriers of regional governance and thus contribute to new forms of communication, coordination and co-operation at the regional level [40]. The RMA was established in 1999. In the beginning, the RMA covered the area of Graz and the district of Graz Surroundings, but over the years, the included area in the MAS was extended and the RMA team’s tasks were extended. To get insight into the founding process and information about the further development of the RMA, an expert interview (code E 1) with the Regional Manager was conducted. In the initial phase, it was important to consolidate the structure of the RMA in terms of financial resources, and the strategic orientation to start with the implementation of projects in the region.




“The city of Graz and its surrounding municipalities supported me as founder of the RMA with a small financial contribution but the rest of the money, I had to rise on my own [Regional Manager]. The structure was growing with different projects, also, because we started working on transnational projects. We applied for EU programs and our work load just gradually expanded and enlarged the Regional Management Agency.”



(E 1)





In general, an RMA is a service-oriented, intermediary organization that acts as an idea generator, an advisor, a moderator and a promoter of regional development processes. It has a cross-sectional function with a view to different sector policies. At the same time, it is implementation-oriented in connection with the management of development projects. RMAs play a key role at the interface between planning, politics, management and regional steering of participatory processes. The RMA operates, therefore, in a political and institutional multi-level system and acquires funding from provincial, national and EU levels for the implementation of regional and inter-/national projects (see Figure 4) [19,20].



The structure of the city-region MAS, consisting of a large city and its surrounding area as well as dispersed settlement areas, confronted the RMA with various challenges. In the initial phase, the many partners in the city-region should get to know each other, find space for joint discussions and start to build trust.




“The situation at the beginning was that representatives of the city and the surrounding municipalities wouldn’t even look at each other. So, the situation was extremely challenging, because the willingness to co-operate was equal [to] zero.”



(E 1)





Today, the RMA is an anchored and successful partner, because it builds on trust gained through several years of intensive co-operation and communications on an equal footing. Secondly, during the period 2000–2012, the RMA started to implement a self-determined regional development process with the involved municipalities. In order to strengthen the position of the surrounding municipalities in relation to the city of Graz, so-called “small regions”, which represented an institutionalized co-operation of several municipalities, were developed.




“At the beginning, the co-operation with the municipalities was actually very intensive, because one of the attempts as a Regional Manager was to form small co-operations in the surrounding municipalities. So, we developed eight “small regions” around Graz in order to get a bit of a better counterpart to the city, since the criticism was always that it’s an imbalance between the city and the surrounding municipalities”



(E 1)





Most of these “small regions” existed until 2015. However, after a municipal structural reform, which mainly comprised merging of small-scaled municipalities, these units were not functioning anymore. Thirdly, in order to be able to act as a key player in a highly complex multi-level governance system, it is necessary to show open-mindedness that yields new and innovative ideas, to foster the participation in transnational projects and to be interested in a permanent knowledge exchange with partner regions in Europe and abroad. Therefore, the RMA was, from the beginning, interested to acquire Structural Funds projects from the EFRE (European Regional Development Fund), Interreg, Central Europe, Urbact or Alpine Space programs and to participate in international partnerships, e.g., World Cities, IUC (International Urban Cooperation) Latin America.




“From the beginning onwards, my task was to bring funding into the region, and to bring an added value for the region with these resources. One way was to apply for transnational programs and projects. These programs, in forms of transnational exchange and certain piloting, could help us build up regional development in the metropolitan area. And, of course, I have made great efforts to participate in urban regional or city programs such as Urbact, but also Central Europe Programs or Alpine Space.”



(E 1)






4.1.2. Evolution of the Metropolitan Area of Styria


In 2010, the new planning region “Metropolitan Area of Styria” consisting of Graz and the urban and rural municipalities in the districts of Graz Surroundings and Voitsberg, was formed, next to six other “major regions” in Styria. In the same year, the Styrian reform partnership began, which also included a municipal structural reform. The aim was to create economic, efficient and professional-led municipalities. The basis for this was the Styrian Municipal Structural Reform Act (StGsrG), which was passed in 2013. In 2015, this reform was implemented, which also had an impact on the MAS. Overall, the number of municipalities in Styria was reduced from 542 to 287. In the MAS, the number of municipalities decreased in the district of Graz Surroundings from 57 to 36, and in the district of Voitsberg, from 25 to 15.




4.1.3. Important Key Activities of the RMA


The RMA was commissioned to accompany the development processes in the city-region and has been acting for many years as a regional mediator between the individual stakeholders in the city and the suburban and rural municipalities. In this context, numerous regional concepts and initiatives were elaborated under the leadership of the RMA as important bases for decision-making. The Regional Development Strategy of the MAS is the central instrument of regional policy. It defines the future strategic orientation of the region and includes working plans and flagship projects which hold a guiding function in reaching common regional objectives. The challenge is to coordinate the different needs of the sub-regions and to initiate and moderate development processes. While the focus was previously on the formation of so called “small regions” in the MAS, the municipal structural reform as well as the expansion of the region with the district of Voitsberg disrupted common working strategies, because the administrative units changed in many cases. Thus, the RMA had reflected on previous strategies, and finally elaborated in a participative process with regional stakeholders since 2014 with two documents on Regional Development Strategies (2014–2019 and 2020–2025).



During the implementation of the first strategy, a new regional development law was drawn up, which came into force in January 2018. Through this law, the provision was made that all seven major regions in Styria have their own regional budget to implement inter-communal projects. Within an annual work program, these projects are formulated, agreed on by the Regional Board and financed. With the “Law on Planning and Development of the Province of Styria and its Regions”, Styria is the first province in Austria providing a legal foundation for regional development budgets. The law defines the tasks and the scope for inter-communal projects to be financed by the regions. In total, the seven regions of Styria dispose of a budget of 12 million Euros per year for regional development projects, which is drawn from provincial and municipal resources. This new organization of inter-communal co-operation enhances regional autonomy and competitiveness of the Styrian regions. The autonomous use of these financial resources allows RMAs to pay attention to the development of the whole province, and at the same time, focus on individual challenges and potentials of their region [30].



The recently completed Regional Development Strategy 2020+ was elaborated in a participatory process in which four central themes for the future development of the MAS were developed. The main themes are (i) “Designing high-quality living space and integrated quality locations”, (ii) “Social participation and promoting lifelong learning” (iii) “Ensure careful use of the environment, landscape and resources”, and (iv) “Mobility based on needs and enable intelligent traffic solutions“ [41]. In the following, the process of the development of the Region Development Strategy 2020+ is elaborated by the Regional Manager.




“With the Regional Development Law, we have to define yearly working programs with various topics. In the course of a participatory process, current thematic priorities have been developed with the stakeholders in the region. We communicated the results with the municipalities and the mayors. Anyway, it is to be discussed by the Regional Board and decided upon in the Regional Assembly.”



(E 1)





The participation of MAS in international programs brought manifold incentives into the region, and the exchange of know-how and good practices was very helpful in the development of new solutions for regional challenges. These experiences influenced also the work of the RMA to orient towards more innovative regional approaches. For instance, in recent years, pilot projects for innovative mobility concepts in Graz and the surrounding area have been launched as part of the two Interreg projects “RURBANCE” and “Peripheral Access”: the GUSTmobil shared hailed taxi and the multimodal nodes of REGIOtim.




“We have had partnerships with Munich, Zurich and other cities. It was very helpful and instructive for us to see how other developments take place in metropolitan areas and how we can implement them in our region. So, crucial programs were Urbact, Central Europe, Alpine Space and Interreg programs. For instance, we intensified the relation between Graz and Maribor [Slovenia], which is also a cohesive economic area. We set up a relatively large number of projects together, in the economic sector, in tourism, in the mobility sector, and that was an opportunity for us to do something for the region through transnational or bilateral funding.”



(E 1)







4.2. Main Findings of ROBUST Research in the Living Lab of the MAS


Within the ROBUST project, the research work, analyses and participatory activities carried out so far in the Living Lab of the MAS, especially the workshops with regional actors, underline the development opportunities and the interest of the involved institutions in the mutual exchange between rural, suburban and urban areas. In the following, the results of two regional stakeholder workshops and of the interviews with 38 out of 52 mayors (code I #) of the MAS will be presented [32,33,42]. For the RMA, it is decisive to realize the needs, divergent interests and challenges of the municipalities. Therefore, the surveys carried out bring important insights for place-based and inclusive regional development processes. In order to strengthen inter-communal co-operations, it is necessary to explore which kind of projects already exist and which topics will gain importance in the near future to guarantee the quality of life in the MAS.



4.2.1. The Regional Management Agency as Anchor Point in the MAS


The RMA of the MAS has the key function as driver and mediator of the multi-level governance arrangement in the region. The challenge is to coordinate the different needs of the city of Graz, the peri-urban and rural municipalities, and to initiate and moderate development processes.




“The difficult part in the metropolitan area is that we have to combine the needs of the city with the needs of the smaller municipalities. There are certainly different conditions in these sub-areas. In my opinion, that makes it a lot harder to pursue a common goal.”



(I 24)






“In many situations, the regional management can bring in an overarching perspective, can act as a mediator and also knows the worries and needs of both sides. That is certainly important and a success factor within our region.”



(I 52)





The region has developed great trust in the long-standing head of the RMA, as the next statements shows. This promise of trust is essential in order to balance the polarity between Graz and the surrounding municipalities, to remove uncertainties of the stakeholders and to create a common vision for the MAS with the participation of all municipalities.




“The Regional Manager always acts as an icebreaker when it comes to inter-municipal co-operation.”



(I 1)





The spatial structure of the MAS is diverse within the city of Graz, in which almost 60% of the entire population in the region lives in peri-urban areas that are becoming more and more urbanized and are already perceived as suburbs of the city, as well as rural and remote municipalities with declining populations. Many smaller municipalities feel disadvantaged compared to their larger neighbor. The fear of not being heard or of not being able to assert one’s own interests is often deeply anchored in these municipalities. These fears and uncertainties can be countered by a neutral regional body like the RMA.




“These uncertainties have not to be treated at a personal level. I think we can then come to a meaningful professional co-operation and discussion. […] Such a regional development depends a lot on individual personalities and characters who are open-minded and who also represent and propagate the principle of inter-municipal co-operation. And of course, they act as influencers within the region.”



(I 52)





RMAs act as contact point, coordinator and enabler of funding. They assist with the project ideas, to find partners and to co-ordinate the implementation of the projects. The municipalities, so far, used to focus on their own development, but start to perceive inter-communal co-operation as promising for the future. It is important to accompany these new approaches and thus to strengthen institutional learning in the municipalities and to preserve resources.




“We intensively work with the city of Graz if there is a special regional need, for example, the cycle path network. But also, the power plants of the Mur [river] and the development of the Mur itself were coordinated by the Regional Management Agency, so EU funding could be obtained.”



(I 47)






“There was a joint project through the Regional Management Agency: NAMUR (Local Recreation Area Murauen). There was a needs-assessment conducted in a first step and then, the project was implemented with local companies. Each municipality has made contributions, e.g., to obtain permits, etc.”



(I 45)






“What works relatively well is the Regional Management Agency, the Regional Assemblies in the MAS, the co-operation works well. But all other voluntary municipal co-operations, at least that’s my impression, got a bit lost in the course of the municipal structural reform. So many municipalities have been very busy with their own development in the last four or five years.”



(I 20)






4.2.2. Need for Inter-Communal Co-Operation in the MAS


Inter-communal co-operation already exists in the MAS in the field of businesses, public infrastructure and social services as well as in the collaboration in cultural concerns via tourism boards. In general, inter-communal co-operation has positive connotations for the surveyed stakeholders. Through the regional budget of the MAS, inter-communal co-operation can be strengthened in the future. The needs, especially for child and elderly care, sustainable mobility solutions or waste management, do not end at the municipal boundary.




“The “parochial thinking” is no longer there anyway. We will have to work together even more in the GU-Süd [small region in the south of Graz], also across the Mur, because the traffic crosses the municipal boundaries, just like the water, and the co-operation must be large-scale. The thinking that every municipality needs a secondary school and a huge event center has changed. We have good communication between the municipalities, for example, when it comes to schools. But of course, there is still room for improvement.”



(I 17)





Inter-communal co-operation is described as necessary in the area of mobility, although it immediately becomes clear that external incentives, such as those provided by the Regional Management Agency help to ensure that mobility solutions are being worked on across municipalities. The expansion of the cycling infrastructure, of public transport and Park & Ride facilities for commuters are named as future inter-communal issues.




“We are also trying to work more closely with the city of Graz because the city has a very big problem with traffic caused by intensive commuter flows. And we would practically have the opportunity to expand the Park & Ride facilities.”



(I 18)






“For the most part, the inter-communal projects focus on solving the traffic problem. A main road goes right through our town, and at the same time, the highway goes past the municipality border, we have a lot of noise as a result. Therefore, we want to expand the bus routes. We already managed to plan new bus routes, which will be built across the municipal boundaries in the next few years.“



(I 17)





The continued provision of public transport solutions in the region as an alternative to private transport is mentioned as a central topic, both in the interviews and in the workshops with regional stakeholders. This shows that there is a need and demand for projects such as demand responsive transport, like GUSTmobil or approaches that promote multi-modal mobility, like REGIOtim, which are currently being worked on in the MAS. In addition, Park & Ride offers, in particular, are described as essential, and cycle path concepts are named as future inter-communal projects, as the following quote shows as an example:




“We have a common cycle path concept, but also all public transport must be planned with the other municipalities. It is about reducing motorized individual traffic and creating attractive alternatives. Of course, it is also intended for recreational traffic, but the primary focus is on daily mobility needs. It is also intended for commuters to Graz to make cycling more attractive.”



(I 42)





Beyond the topic of transport infrastructure, the provision of social infrastructure for children and elderly people in the municipalities is a central goal. Everyday practices show that municipality boundaries are not relevant for citizens, but that the solutions offered are practicable. Since the creation of social infrastructure is very cost-intensive, co-operation between municipalities is required to provide attractive public services solutions. Especially during the long summer holidays, offers for child care are not very well developed in some municipalities of the MAS.




“We have children from other municipalities in our childcare facilities, but without a general contractual relationship. We have a day care center and a kindergarten and there are also children from other municipalities.”



(I 20)






“It depends on the projects, if they are suitable for the collaboration with other municipalities. In our inter-municipal co-operation, we discuss the topic of childcare during the summer holidays. We are currently trying to sort out whether we can develop a joint offer for the core area of Voitsberg. Furthermore, child care is certainly also an issue for inter-municipal co-operation.“



(I 1)






“Day care for senior citizens is a major challenge. This is being asked more and more and it will be an important topic of the coming years. […]. Currently, we have the care system of assisted living, where elderly people can stay at home, which is very popular.”



(I 24)





Another important infrastructural issue is the waste management centers in the MAS. In Graz and Graz Surroundings, seven cross-municipal waste collection centers instead of 26 individual ones will be developed in the following years. A co-operation between the city of Graz and Graz Surroundings is intended to create synergies for joint structures in the metropolitan area. Inter-communal waste collection centers can save resources and offer service advantages such as longer opening hours for the inhabitants of the region, thus ensuring an optimized recycling rate through a high frequency of use.




“The joint projects take place with communities in the MAS or in the district GU [Graz Surroundings]. Concerning waste collection centers or resource parks, we are planning a co-operation with the city of Graz. How exactly this will be organized is not clear yet, but basically there is an idea that instead of the existing 26 waste material collection centers, we are building seven waste material collection centers in GU and use them together.”



(I 20)






4.2.3. Negative Experiences and Obstacles with Rural-Urban Co-Operation


The tasks of the municipalities of the city-region have changed over the years and the burden for the mayors and their teams has increased quite a lot. The demands on the administration have grown, on the one hand, through intensified administrative tasks and, on the other hand, often through citizens’ strong claims and demands addressing the municipality. In the following, challenges and potentials in rural-urban co-operation in the city-region will be presented.




“The areas of responsibility of municipalities have changed tremendously. The tasks are becoming more, as well as the provisions and requirements. In this respect, there is no reduction of bureaucracy. […] For almost every project there are numerous approvals. The workload and correspondence have become enormous.”



(I 52)






“I have been mayor for 20 years. Yes, the tasks have changed dramatically in recent years. The state and the district level are handing over more and more responsibilities to the municipalities under the title ‘independence’ […]. But we have the main work and we also lack the resources. The main factor is the staff, that is the most expensive. We can only afford 2.5 people in the municipal office. We have to deal with all the administrative work, from bookkeeping to the post office.”



(I 25)





Especially for smaller municipalities, which have often very limited personal and financial resources, it is difficult to participate in collaborative actions in the city-region because they are busy dealing with their regular tasks. However, they often feel disadvantaged compared to their larger neighbor municipalities and the core city. There is a fear of not being heard or of not being able to assert one’s own interests in the city-region.




“There is this gap, that as a small municipality, you always have to fight to get public money, for example, when expanding the provincial road. As a small municipality, it is harder to get public money than as a big municipality.”



(I 48)





However, there can also be tensions between the city and the surrounding municipalities, as in the case of shopping centers, which draw purchasing power from the city and generate high income from local taxes.




“There is also the brutal competition between the city and surrounding communities, where the shopping malls attract customers and gain local taxes. Here, the question arises of how it works with all the customer flows including the traffic. I believe that we will not solve this the way we are working right now. We can only solve that tension when we reflect, as a society or as a region, how to redistribute these immense local taxes more fairly.”



(I 20)





Another challenge mentioned is that decision-making processes currently take more time because coordination is required in the city-region and decisions cannot be made independently due to the reorganization of regional development based on the “Law on Planning and Development of the Province of Styria and its Regions” (2018). While, in general, co-operation is welcomed in many municipalities, others see a loss of autonomy and an increase in time spent.




“I see the disadvantage, that you are no longer self-determined in a co-operation; here, I need the approval of the other municipalities. So, you have to make compromises and find a broader consensus and that is, of course, the challenge from time to time.”



(I 21)






“The new structure of allocating the regional budget involves a lot of money and time. It is very difficult for us mayors, since we have to go to additional meetings, even though we already have a packed agenda.”



(I 51)





In the case of some municipalities, it turns out that they are currently unable to tackle and submit inter-municipal projects due to a lack of financial and human resources. If there is an opportunity to join other municipalities, some of them are definitely interested in such inter-municipal projects which are financed by the regional budget of the city-region.




“No, we don’t have the resources for that. There would certainly be interesting things that could be implemented. But with the few staff we have, we don’t have the time.”



(I 25)






“[…] It is difficult to say, why we currently do not have any intercommunal projects. We, especially […] are larger municipalities and each municipality has to struggle with its own problems and is busy with its own activities. Therefore, we haven’t yet thought more intensively about the extent to which it is possible to go in the direction of co-operation.”



(I 48)








5. Discussion


The MAS is a very dynamic and an internationally networked region which represents a relational space with diverse interactions and linkages. In the economic and political practice, the administrative boundaries of the city of Graz and the districts of Graz Surroundings and Voitsberg are increasingly fluid and dynamic. The inter-relatedness is expressed in terms of commuter flows, the movement of goods and services and the exchange of leisure as well as cultural goods in both directions. With the political instrument of the “Law on Planning and Development of the Province of Styria and its Regions” (2018), co-operation across municipal and district boundaries can be promoted and the RMA is coordinating these efforts. The current assessment of rural-urban linkages, in the stakeholder workshops in the Living Lab of the MAS, suggests that although there was noticeable progress in the last years, the political practice shows that inter-municipal co-operation is still hesitant in many areas due to the focus on individual municipal interests.



Although the MAS occupies an increased reference in policy discourses, the city-region has not grown to a uniform region and there are still major differences in terms of economic performance, the distribution of decision-making power, accessibility and development opportunities. Smaller communities do not want to give up their autonomy, but also do not want to be left behind by the other partners in the urban region. It is important to work on finding common solutions to these problems. A special obstacle for participating to a greater extent in rural-urban partnerships is, for many municipalities, the staff shortage. If there should be established a stronger material and imagined cohesion in the city-region, it requires enhanced assistance for municipalities with less financial and personal resources, tangible good practices of inter-municipal co-operation and also the communication about successful projects in the city-region. The ability to act at a city-regional level depends highly on the commitment for co-operation in the formal and informal governance arrangement and on the willingness for political compromises as well as on the formulation of common future goals.



How could a potential increase of synergies of rural, peri-urban and urban regions be achieved within the MAS, or which hidden rural-urban synergies might unfold in the future? In the discourse with regional stakeholders and from the interviews with the mayors, it became apparent that there are many starting points for intensifying the rural-urban partnership in the MAS. For the RMA, it is important to expand the stakeholder network and include representatives from various fields of activities in the communication and planning processes. To strengthen rural-urban linkages in the future, the activities in the MAS should consider manifold new linkages between sectors and topics.



Beyond the representatives from the field of new business models and labor markets, public infrastructure and social services as well as cultural connection, stakeholders from future relevant areas such as regional food supply or creative industries should be involved, to a greater extent, in the regional development discourses and processes. Further, bringing together different stakeholders in the various workshops has produced cross-sectoral interlinkages that will have a lot of potential in future regional development. Examples are linkages between labor market and social services, as well as new business models, cultural connection and sustainable food systems. Further intersections of public infrastructure and sustainable food systems as well as cultural connections are relevant for a sustainable and integrated development of rural-urban synergies. This is not just about “optimizing” projects and organization of economic adaptation, but largely involves an assessment of resource use, referring particularly to natural resource shortages. Shifts in transport modes and focusing on action enhancing public transport shares are crucial to changing still dominant choices and policy solutions.



In a highly complex multi-level governance arrangement, coordination among a wide set of involved institutions and careful steering of the implementation is an ongoing process. In this process, key requirements are an open-mindedness that yields new and innovative ideas, the participation in transnational projects as well as permanent exchange with other territorial intermediaries like Local Action Groups of LEADER, partner cities and regions in Europe and abroad. The RMA of the MAS acts hereby as an anchor point for sector-specific topics, development strategies and inter-municipal projects. To further strengthen the rural-urban partnership, it is decisive that all involved public and private partners are in constant discourse and exchange to question current unsustainable behavior and policy performance, find common objectives that represent mutual interests [10] and address long-term sustainable goals. Working in a multi-level governance arrangement is often challenging, but it offers also the opportunity for informal exchange and to work on viable solutions. Activities in the MAS aim at yielding collective benefits to all, the rural, peri-urban and urban regions, and to improve the quality of life for people in the region.




6. Conclusions


The recent dynamic economic development in the region is exemplary for many city-regions in Europe and beyond. The ongoing urbanization process has strengthened the attractiveness of core centers, but at the same time, put pressures on ecological performance and inclusion of citizens. Extensions of functions and interactions with an ever-increasing spatial reference area called for taking pleas for rural-urban inter-linkages and co-operation needs, more serious than so far conceded. Integrating wider areas in city-regions also implied the examination of diverse types of administrative units, its changing administrative basis, tasks and functions, and exploring ways to enhance governance arrangements for the whole region. Assessment of the governance experience, as analyzed in the ROBUST project, has to extend to the complete regional scale, with dynamic boundaries, and quite frequently, a reduced relevance of those “limits”, revealing a blurred notion of the rural-urban distinctions.



The case of MAS quite impressively underpins that “parochial thinking” is over, or should be seen as an outdated model or guideline for municipal action. Yet, we face considerable obstacles in realizing this paradigm shift towards inter-municipal co-operation. The results of the studies and workshops confirm that those restricting perceptions are shrinking among mayors of the region and that they recognize the necessity for an increased inter-municipal co-operation. The topics are manifold, such as establishing social and care infrastructure, and advocating spatial justice with regard to local taxes to fulfill the increasingly complex tasks in the municipalities.



In these socio-cultural changes, the RMA acquires a crucial role as a trustworthy partner for local and regional institutions, administration, policy-makers, and stakeholders and citizens within the region and beyond. As an intermediary institution, it advocates processes for developing suitable spatial, place-based solutions for this area, together with the wide set of local and regional actors. Their initial functions of “smoothing” up-take of policy programs had to enlarge to an array of wide-ranging tasks and flexible support styles, including support in shaping discussion, knowledge acquisition, awareness and capacity building, and an iterative perception of the implementation process.



One of the main open questions is related to the process of achieving new knowledge and inspiration, particularly in remote places, including the rural parts of the observed city-region. The concept of smart specialization strategies (S3) has referred to this aspect and put a strong emphasis on trans-regional exchange and learning processes [43]. This is a decisive element also for rural-urban spaces.



However, the study also indicates aspects beyond the economic and procedural realm. It seems particularly crucial to enhance cohesion among the different types of municipalities—rural and urban; small and large; central and remote; with different economic structure and other distinctions. The diverse groups, and each individual municipality, would contribute specific aspects and provide important functions, even at different scales to the region. This is less of an issue of “quantifying” contributions and balancing them, but more on addressing the emotional dimensions involved in the interaction (or non-interaction). Place-based policy concepts [44] have underpinned the relevance of this factor in order to overcome spatial gaps, and thrifts between various small-scaled areas. For the rural-urban space, the aspect of fine geographical differences, expressed through locational qualities and indicators [45] is particularly pertinent.



While discussions on rural-urban interaction used to start on material “flows” between different parts of the regions, and thus involve, at first instance, socio-economic decisions of employment, housing, transport and related issues, all these are tightly interwoven with ecological performance trends. The increasing pressures from climate change adaptation requirements and societal consequences of rising inequality recall a thorough investigation of the implications of spatial decisions. As these issues are hardly tackled explicitly in regional development processes of rural-urban spaces, or are separated in different thematic “silos”, we need to take account of the relevant impacts. In numerous policy fields, action is inspired by the need to target action and changes towards Sustainable Development Goals and inclusion objectives. Spatial interaction, decisions on resource allocation and activities as well as organization of flows are decisive in this respect. They are hence directly affecting participation and inclusion aspects, as well as the sustainability of future societies of the rural-urban space.
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Figure 1. Location of 11 Living Labs in the framework of the ROBUST (Rural-Urban Outlooks: Unlocking Synergies) project and the Living Lab Metropolitan Area of Styria. Source: ROBUST 2018; Statistik Austria 2019. 
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Figure 2. Map of the Metropolitan Area of Styria. Source: Editing: REGIONALENTWICKLUNG Fleck. Data source: Statistic Austria, GIS Steiermark. 
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Figure 3. Forecast for the development of the population in the MAS between 2020–2030. 
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Figure 4. Multi-level governance arrangement of the Metropolitan Area of Styria. Source: Own graph (BAB 2020). 
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