
Territorial division into urban and rural areas is 
one of the most significant spatial delineations 
representing a characteristic of living conditions, 
economic activities and culture. The European 
Commission policies focus on specific territories. 
Some policies can be easily identified by the type 
of territory they refer to and some policies only 
apply to one type of area, for example urban or 
rural areas.

Also, there are differences not just between these  
categories of territories but also between different 
EU countries. Urban areas are determined by the 
size of cities. They exist as urban regions and 
agglomerations, but also as functional urban areas 
metropolitan regions, cities and towns. The same 
also applies to rural areas, which could range from 
peri-urban with a smooth transition of urban and 
rural characteristics to peripheral rural regions.

In European territorial development policy, in order 
to achieve territorial cohesion there needs to be a 
polycentric and balanced territorial development, 
as laid down in the European Treaty.

The Territorial Agenda of the European Union 
2020 (TA2020) recognises metropolitan and urban 

regions as important assets for development. They 
contribute to the development of the European 
territory and play crucial roles at different regional 
levels. They add value and act as hubs which 
contribute to the development of wider areas or 
regions. The development of a wide range of 
rural areas should take into account their unique 
characteristics.

The shift towards an integrated approach of urban 
and territorial development policy in the TA2020 
strengthens the urban dimension by emphasising 
the importance of the interaction of policies at 
various levels (e.g. EU policies, national policies, 
regional policies, local policies). Furthermore, 
cities should improve their performance in 
European and global competition and promote 
economic prosperity. The EU2020 Strategy has a 
territorial dimension to support this objective.

However, there is a need for greater awareness of 
the specific potentials and assets of the different 
dimensions of the territory right across the EU. 
For the EU2020 Strategy to be successfully 
implemented, functional regions, cities and rural 
areas need to be identified and specific actions 
need to be outlined. 

II. Urban and rural areas
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