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Abstract 
Since the fall of the iron curtain the Vienna-Bratislava region has 
experienced dramatic changes. Now it represents a dynamic region 
trying to exploit its economic potential that results from its 
geopolitical location at the border between the old and the new EU 
member states. To foster cross-border development various initiatives 
and projects at the bilateral and the multilateral level have been 
created. Among these INTERREG projects play a crucial role. The 
INTERREG programme and most of the individual projects claim not 
only to enhance economic development, but also to promote 
sustainable regional development, without however, further 
specifying this concept. 
 
In this paper the author focuses on INTERREG projects and critically 
evaluates their contribution to sustainable regional development. First, 
different concepts of sustainable development will be discussed 
relying on environmental economics literature. These approaches will 
be confronted with regional perspectives on sustainability discussed in 
the fields of human geography and regional studies. The confrontation 
of the two approaches will result in a synthetic framework, which 
allows for the assessment of individual projects. Subsequently, 
selected INTERREG projects will be analysed and evaluated. This 
analysis will combine a quantitative analysis based on a survey and 
qualitative interviews with project managers. 
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1. Introduction 
 
This article deals with the theoretical concept of sustainable regional development and its 
application in INTERREG projects in the Vienna-Bratislava region. The results presented in 
this paper rely on empirical data gathered in the context of the research project NOVA, which 
is funded by the Jubilee Fund of the Austrian National Bank (OENB- Jubiläumsfonds Projekt-
Nummer 12041).  
 
The main research questions that will be answered in this paper concern (1) the theoretical 
foundations of sustainable regional development and (2) the assessment of concrete 
INTERREG projects and their contribution to sustainable regional development. In the first 
section different approaches to sustainable development in regional science and 
environmental economics will be discussed. This allows for the formulation of a set of theses 
on sustainable regional development, which will represent a pragmatic framework for the 
empirical investigation. Before the presentation of the empirical results, the thematic foci of 
the INTERREG III A programme- Austria-Slovakia for the period 2000-2006 will be 
analysed. Moreover, the author will give a short description of the region in focus, followed 
by the assessment of individual INTERREG projects based on the statistical analysis of a 
survey and ten qualitative interviews with project managers. At the end of the paper 
conclusions will be drawn. 
 

2. Sustainable Development 
 
As a result of the Brundtland report [1] and the Rio summit of the United Nations [2] the 
concept of sustainable development gained broad recognition by the international public. 
Since then, the concept of sustainable development has influenced environmental and regional 
policies in many countries and has been integrated in a variety of policies of the European 
Union. 
 
Sustainable development, however, is not a clear-cut concept. It goes back to the discussion in 
German forestry in the early 19th century. “Nachhaltigkeit” the German term for - sustainable 
development refers to a form of timber industry, which only extracts timber at a rate that does 
not endanger the long term reproduction of forests, thus preserving their economic potential 
as well as their qualities as unique eco-systems. Subsequently, the concept of sustainability 
was embraced by other scientific disciplines like biology, ecology, economics, sociology and 
regional science. Sustainability today has assumed great importance as a normative and 
political concept. As such it comprises a broad variety of strategies that aim at harmonic 
social, economic and ecological development to protect the eco-system and its productive 
capacity for future generations. Sustainable development is situated at the confluence of three 
preoccupations- economic, social and environmental- and goes beyond the concerns of 
equitable, bearable, and viable development strategies. 
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Figure 1: Dimensions of sustainable development 
 

 
 
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_development 
 
 
As the concept of sustainable development has been studied and advanced in many diverse 
fields, the term has become quite ambiguous. For the purpose of this paper- the assessment of 
individual INTERREG projects- a pragmatic and operational definition is needed. To come to 
such a definition, in the next section we will combine different approaches from the 
disciplines of environmental economics and other social and regional sciences. 
 

2.1. Strong and Weak Sustainability 
 
Sustainability is fundamentally tied to the reduction of the total consumption of material 
inputs to the production process towards a level that does not compromise the supply of these 
inputs or respective substitutes for future generations. In this context strong and weak 
approaches to sustainability have emerged, which assess the possibility of substituting raw 
materials for man-made capital quite differently. 
 
The concept of strong sustainability goes back to the “two capitals” model by Herman Daly 
[3, 4]. Daly assumes that the economy represents a subsystem of a broader system, the eco-
system which is biophysically limited and non growing. Between the eco-system and the 
economic subsystem, there is a constant flow of matter and energy, called throughput. The 
economic subsystem extracts raw materials from the eco-system and returns pollutants and 
waste. Daly distinguishes between two types of capital: natural capital and man-made capital. 
Natural capital is limited and represents the biophysical basis for production. It is 
complementary to man made capital and can neither be reproduced nor fully substituted, as 
natural capital is needed to produce man-made capital. Thus the growth of the economic 
subsystem is strictly limited by the size of the eco-system, by its limited supply of raw 
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materials and its limited carrying capacity concerning pollution. Therefore development 
strategies relying on a strong approach to sustainability aim at the determination of safe limits 
of extraction and pollution. At these limits the stock of natural capital shall be maintained. 
This shall be guaranteed by depletion quota and the development of renewable sources of 
energy and renewable material inputs. Strong sustainability in its last consequence calls for a 
farewell to the paradigm of economic growth. Daly suggests, that in order to achieve a 
sustainable mode of development, we will have to aim at a non growing economy, which he 
calls a “steady-state economy”. In a steady state economy throughput shall be limited and safe 
stocks of natural resources maintained. Not growth but the quality of life of all citizens shall 
be maximised. Although the vision of a steady-state economy seems to be rather utopic these 
days, Daly’s work has strongly influenced and shaped the discipline of ecological economics 
and the environmentalist movement. 
 
Weak approaches to sustainable development have less ambitious goals than Herman Daly 
and other ecological economists. They rest on the assumption, that man made capital, natural 
capital, human capital and social capital are substitutes [5] and that all four forms of capital 
can be valorised in monetary terms. Weak sustainability thus refers to a situation in which, the 
total capital stock is maintained irrespective of the share of each of the four forms of capital. 
Ecological degradation thus can be balanced by rising welfare. The basis of the practical 
implementation of weakly sustainable development is the internalisation of external costs, 
which allows for the assessment of environmental costs caused by economic growth. The key 
economic policy scholars of the weak sustainability approach call for is qualitative growth. 
Qualitative growth shall be achieved (among others) by substituting non renewable sources of 
energy for renewable ones and by the dematerialization of production processes, as well as by 
longer product life cycles. 
 
Munasinghes’s model of sustainable development [6] belongs to the weak approaches to 
sustainability. It distinguishes between three dimensions of sustainability: the social 
dimension, the economic dimension and the environmental dimension. Sustainable 
development strategies need to consider and balance all three spheres (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Elements of sustainable development 
 

 
Source: Munasinghe and Swart (2005: 101) 

 
 
To progress towards sustainability, Munasinghe and Swart call for a new transdisiciplinary 
science “sustainomics” that relies on knowledge from different disciplines as well as from 
actors outside the scientific community, politicians, NGOs etc. This approach is less rigid 
than Herman Daly’s, as it tries to develop small partial and pragmatic solutions that can work 
as steps towards sustainability. Sustainomics is not a grand, all encompassing utopia like the 
“steady state economy” but a “trans-disciplinary, integrative, comprehensive, balanced, 
heuristic and practical metaframework for making development more sustainable” (ibd.: 101). 
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2.2. Substantive and procedural goals 
 
Feichtinger and Pregernig [7] not only distinguish between social, environmental and 
economic factors that need to be balanced in order to achieve sustainable development. They 
argue that there are two different types of goals sustainability strategies need to satisfy: 
substantive and procedural goals. Substantive goals refer to clear cut objectives that can be 
specified in quantitative terms e.g. emission targets, inflation targets, targets concerning social 
cohesion. Procedural goals refer to the processes of democratic agenda setting and decision 
making. Feichtinger and Pregernig argue that a basic requirement for regional sustainable 
development is the collective deliberation about the substantive goals a regional community 
wants to achieve. Substantive goals should be defined in a participatory process including 
regional stakeholders and a broader public of citizens, who want get involved. In this concept 
the procedural goals of empowerment, inclusion and participatory decision making are 
prerequisites for sustainable development. Top down determination of substantive 
sustainability goals by bureaucrats and external scientific experts, thus is not to be understood 
as good practice of regional sustainable development. In practice, the concrete balance 
between substantive and procedural goals varies from case to case. Pregernig and Feichtinger 
show that even a comprehensive approach that gives due importance to both types of goals 
does not guarantee good results, because regional sustainability initiatives are strongly 
dependent on the support of regional governments. In their comparison of LA 21 processes in 
Helsingborg (Sweden) and Vienna they found out, that even the broad and integrative LA 21 
process in Vienna could not work effectively, because it had been marginalized by central 
political actors. 
 

2.3. Spatial Approaches to Sustainability 
 
In the last two decades regional scientists and geographers have been trying to make use of 
the concept of sustainability [see 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15]. Theses contributions helped to 
advance the approach of the Rio Declaration (1992), giving due importance to the question of 
how to operationalize the concept of sustainability at the regional level. Lately a differentiated 
approach to sustainable regional development has been proposed by Segert and Zierke [16] 
which takes into account different socioeconomic and environmental potentials and 
impediments to sustainability. This approach argues that different types of regions need to 
develop specific sustainability strategies. Zuindeau [17] moreover shows that highly 
industrialized regions might not be able to achieve sustainability within their own borders, 
whereas other regions, e.g. rural regions might even show a sustainability surplus that is 
consumed by people from within and outside the region. He proposes compensatory payments 
(sustainability transfers) from regions which exhibit sustainability deficits to regions with 
sustainability surpluses. Martinez-Alier [18, 19] deals with a similar topic: the uneven 
contribution of industrialized and developing countries to global pollution. He argues that the 
accumulated pollution caused by the industrialized North represents an ecological debt the 
North has assumed from the South and which it has to pay back in monetary terms. Thus 
regional scientists, have convincingly shown, that sustainability strategies need to be fine 
tuned according to the weaknesses and potentials of individual regions and need to consider 
their effects on other regions.  
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3. Sustainable regional development in practice 
 
In recent years sustainable regional development (SRD) has emerged as a distinctive approach 
in the field of regional policy, characterized by “distinctive features, timescales, tools and 
techniques, all of which contribute to an interesting European diversity” [20]. SRD aims at 
strategies that balance economic, social and environmental factors, thus reducing the 
traditional predominance of the economic dimension in regional policy. SRD as a strategy has 
largely emerged out of environmental disciplines (ibd.), much less from economics and other 
social sciences. 
 
Empirical evidence concerning the integration of all three dimensions of SRD in concrete 
development plans or projects is ambiguous. In many cases it seems that competition between 
the three dimensions and not their integration prevails. For the Nordic countries Clement [21] 
surveyed structural funds programmes and INTERREG 3a and 3b programmes. He argues 
that in all Nordic countries environmental topics have been integrated in European regional 
development programmes, whereas sustainable development integration still poses a big 
challenge. Cross cutting, horizontal programmes that aim at the integration of social, 
environmental and economic concerns are still rare and often half hearted. For Scotland 
Macleod [22] paints a more positive picture. His results, however, only concern structural 
funds programmes in the period from 2000 to 2006; INTERREG programmes were not 
included in the evaluation. Sustainable development as a holistic concept incorporating 
interlinked economic, social and environmental components was well integrated in the 
Scottish structural funds programmes. Even at the level of individual projects the Scottish 
authorities expected tangible contributions to each dimension of sustainable development. 
Nevertheless, there are some negative experiences in the Scottish case as well: some 
stakeholders argue that regional sustainable development is too ambiguous a concept to be 
operationally valuable. Others seem to pay lip service to sustainable development in project 
applications and do not live up to their promises during the execution of the projects. The 
example of North Western England shows another problematic feature of really existing 
regional sustainable development. Since the 1970s this region has developed quite a 
successful regional approach to environmental and later social issues. With the 
implementation of regional sustainability strategies the old economic cornerstones of regional 
policy have returned and have made the implementation socially and environmentally 
progressive projects more difficult. This can be seen in the guidelines for regional projects. 
The first three questions on the checklist for SDR projects in North Western England, which 
was issued in the year 2000, are: “Will the initiative improve the competitiveness of business? 
Will the initiative promote the growth potential of business sectors? Will the initiative 
develop an exploit the region’s knowledge base?” [23]. The Sustainable Development 
Commission (SDC), which had been responsible for the evaluation of British regional 
sustainability initiatives also points at the economic bias in concrete regional projects, and 
makes clear that this situation is not compatible with sustainability in the strict sense. 
 
“We see a society and a Government whose primary objective is still the achievement of 
economic growth as conventionally understood and measured, with as much social justice 
and environmental protection as can be reconciled with this central goal. We envisage a 
society whose primary goal should be the well-being of society itself and of the planetary 
resources and environment that sustains us all, with economic objectives shaped to support 
that central goal rather than the other way around” [24] 
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Bertrand and Larrue [25] show that in France experiences with regional sustainable 
development initiatives since 2000 have been quite different from the English example. In 
France the concept of regional sustainability has been merged with traditional regional 
conservationist and environmental policies. It has been less strongly integrated in regional 
economic or social policies. Therefore, the environmental dimension dominates concrete 
projects that claim to be integrative sustainable projects. Especially social aspects including 
the topics of participation and governance are only represented at a very basic level. However, 
even some actors from the field of environmental policy are hesitant to embrace the concept 
of sustainability because they fear more rigorous environmentalist positions might be diluted 
by the broader notion of sustainable development. Since EDF, the monopolistic French 
energy supplier and one of the biggest producer of atomic energy in the world has used the 
notion of sustainability as a marketing tool, a large group of environmentalists has even 
started to radically oppose the use of term. Instead of sustainability many environmentalist 
groups in France use the concept of “downscaling” (décroissance), which aims at a non 
growing economy, similar to Daly’s “steady state economy”. 
 

4. Working definition of sustainable regional development 
 
This short literature overview demonstrates that there are a number or competing definitions 
of sustainable development in academia and in the broader political discussion. This situation 
makes it problematic to use the term as an analytical category. To overcome this difficulty, 
we propose a pragmatic definition of regional sustainability that allows for assessing 
individual INTERREG projects. Our working definition rests on four interconnected theses: 
 

1. Regional sustainable development strategies need to explicitly combine aspects of 
economic, ecological and social development. 

 
2. Strategies of regional sustainability must be developed in a participatory process 

including not only regional stakeholders but also the regional population. Trade offs 
between the individual dimensions of sustainability need to be balanced in a 
democratic and participatory process. 

 
3. Different regions have different sustainability resources and deficits. These different 

starting conditions need to be considered in sustainability strategies. 
 

4. Regional sustainability strategies need to consider their effects on supra regional 
spaces and must not endanger the sustainability potentials of other regions. 

 
 

5. The Vienna-Bratislava region and the structure of the INTERREG 
programme 
 
The regional focus of the NOVA project was the entire cooperation space of the Austrian and 
Slovak INTERREG 3A programme. This region includes Vienna, parts of Lower Austria, 
Northern Burgenland, Bratislava and parts of western Slovakia. 
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Figure 3: Cooperation Area- INTERREG III A Austria-Slovakia 
 

 
Source: http://www.at-sk.net/sk/sub-1-de/seite-1.htm 
 
INTERREG is a community initiative, which supports cross-border cooperation among 
regions of EU member states. In the NOVA project we analysed the INTERREG 3A 
programme, which operated in the period form 2000-2006. In the new programme period 
(2007-2013) INTERREG was upgraded and renamed. Former INTERREG activities now are 
supported by the European structural funds under the objective “European Territorial 
Cooperation“. INTERREG supports cooperation in different sectoral fields (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Overview of the programme structure 
 

 
Source: http://www.at-sk.net/sk/sub-1-en/seite-3.htm 
 
 
The total budget of the programme including European funds and Austrian national co-
financing for the whole programme period was 68 million €. The biggest share of the budget 
was assigned to the priorities P1 “Cross-border Economic Cooperation”, P2 “Accessibility”, 
and P5 “Sustainable Spatial and Environmental Development”, of which each priority was 
assigned about 15 million €. These three priorities obtained about 70% of the total budget 
(see: http://www.at-sk.net/data/SK_umsetzungsstand_monitoring.pdf) 
 
Due to the design of the programme INTERREG funds are allocated to member states. Thus, 
individual projects in the Austria-Slovakia programme are funded by European funds and 
Austrian co-financing .This implies that the responsibility for the projects is in Austrian hands 
and the project budget has to be exclusively spent in Austria. Of course, there is a Slovak-
Austrian INTERREG programme as well, funded by European and Slovak sources and 
focussed on the Slovak side of the border region. In practice, there is a clear division of roles 
between a co-financing senior partner and a non-financing junior partner in each project. This 
situation creates asymmetries in terms of responsibility and decision making power; however, 
the mode of cooperation within the individual projects is quite diverse. In the NOVA project 
we focused exclusively on the Austrian-Slovak INTERREG programme; this means that all 
individual projects that have been assessed are based in Austria and are managed by Austrian 
senior partners. 
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6. Methodology 
 
In the empirical part of the NOVA project we applied both, quantitative and qualitative 
methods to assess the contribution of INTERREG projects to sustainable regional 
development in the Vienna-Bratislava region. In a first step we developed a web based 
questionnaire and invited 76 INTERREG project managers to fill it in. The questionnaire 
consisted of three major sections: section one referred to general information on the project, 
such as the duration of the project, the budget, the members involved etc. The second section 
was aimed at obtaining information about the project managers’ assessment of regional 
strengths and weaknesses and the potentials of cross-border cooperation. Finally, section three 
dealt with the concrete project objectives and the mode of cross-border cooperation. The 
response rate was very good: we received 25 answers of project managers, which represents a 
response rate of 32,9%. 
 
Based on the results of the survey we selected ten INTERREG projects for qualitative 
interviews in order to dig deeper and find out more about practical experiences of project 
managers. The use of qualitative methods was essential, in order to find out if project 
managers just pay lip service to the objectives of sustainable development or if they take real 
measures to make regional development more sustainable in the sense of our working 
definition. 
 

7. Results 

 
At the beginning of our questionnaire we asked INTERREG project managers to rank 
economic, ecological and social challenges the Vienna-Bratislava region faces today. Table 1 
gives an overview of the most important challenges. It shows that INTERREG project 
managers regard economic, social and environmental challenges as important, although the 
latter are mentioned slightly less often. In the economic sphere enhanced cross-border 
cooperation as well as a general global orientation of the region are seen as crucial for future 
regional development. The concentration of endogenous potential (cross border tourism, 
regional niche strategies and trademarks) is also seen as important, however less so than the 
strengthening of regional competitiveness on global markets. Concerning the social 
challenges, the reduction of unemployment and the protection and enhancement of a broad 
economic, social and cultural infrastructure are regarded as most important. Social challenges 
with a clear cross-border dimension do not score high in our survey, only the implementation 
of Slovak, Czech and Hungarian in Austrian curricula is regarded is very important. Some 
ecological challenges are also of great importance: all project managers in the survey demand 
the upgrading of public transport within the region. Moreover, renewable energy production, 
the reduction of CO2 emissions and the fight against urban sprawl are high on the agenda. 
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Table 1: Challenges for the Vienna-Bratislava region 

Economic challenges very important, important (%)
Cross-border tourism 80
Regional niche strategies 84
Regional competitiveness 92
Upgrading of railway links 96
Cross-border business cooperation 100

Bicylcle paths 64
Organic agriculture 64
Reserves and national parks 64
Urban sprawl 72
Reduction CO2 emissions 72
Renewable energy production 76
Public transport 100

Slovak, Czech, Hungarian in school curricula 76
Poverty reduction 76
Educational facilities 80
Childcare facilities 84
Economic, social and cultural infrastructure 88
Reduction of unemployment 92

Ecological challenges

Social challenges

 
 
 
Concerning the obstacles to regional development (Table 2), on the one hand a strong focus 
on the poor cross-border traffic infrastructure and small number of border crossings can be 
shown. On the other language problems are seen as equally big obstacles to regional 
development. Moreover structural problems like the lack of innovative potential in the region, 
the unemployment rate and the large wage differential between Austria and Slovakia are 
regarded as important impediments to regional development. For about 46% of the 
respondents pollution is seen as severe problem as well. 
 
Table 2: Obstacles to regional development  

very big, big (%)
Wage differential Austria-Slovakia 56
Big companies are missing 36
Backwash effects caused by the cities 
Vienna and Bratislava 20
Pollution 45,8
Border crossings are missing 76
Language Problems 88
Unemployment 45,8
Emigration 32
High share of commuters 20
Lacking innovative potential 64
Lacking transport links 84
Global competition 12,5  
 
 
Regarding the potentials of cross-border cooperation, INTERREG project managers show a 
remarkable bias towards economic and socio-cultural factors (Table 3). 76,2% believe that 
cross border-cooperation can reduce xenophobic prejudices, more than 60% expect positive 
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impacts on the regional economy and on the cultural life within the region. However, only a 
minority of INTERREG project managers (22,2%) regard cross-border cooperation as 
beneficial to the solution of environmental problems. On the one hand, this is quite surprising 
as many environmental problems in the Vienna Bratislava region, as growing traffic or the 
protection of fluvial habitat long the rivers Danube and March/Morava, are clearly cross-
border issues. On the other, project managers might be well aware that many policies that 
affect the regional environment such as traffic planning or energy production- the use of 
nuclear energy is a major topic in Austria’s relation to its neighbouring countries- are mostly 
dealt with at the national level and can hardly be influenced in the region. 
 
 
Table 3: Potentials of cross border cooperation 

Fields approval (%)
Reduction of predjudices 76,2
Cultural stimulation 63,2
Economic stimulation 61,9
Traffic solutions 27,8
Solution of enviromental problems 22,2  
 
 
Table 4 summarizes the most important targets that are pursuit in actual INTERREG projects 
in the region. Generally, economic targets rank higher than ecological and social targets. 44% 
of all INTERREG projects in the sample try to enhance the regions competitiveness on global 
markets, 36% aim at cross-border business cooperation and the support of cross border 
tourism. Social aspects are less intensively covered by INTERREG projects. The most 
important ones, which about a third of the projects aim at are: “the reduction of 
unemployment”, “the upgrading of a broad social, cultural and economic infrastructure”, and 
“the establishment of cross border institutions”. Ecological targets seem to be given less 
importance by project managers, although two individual targets, the reduction of CO2 
emissions and the upgrading of bicycle paths are important issues for almost a third of the 
sampled projects. Strengthening renewable energy production and upgrading of public 
transport play only minor roles, although both were considered crucial challenges for regional 
development (see Table1). 
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Table 4: Targets of INTERREG projects 

Economic targets followed by (%)
Reduction of external dependency 28
Cross-border business cooperation 36
Global competitiveness 44
Cross-border tourism 36
Ecological targets
Public transport 24
Renewable energy production 28
Reduction of CO2 emissions 32
Upgrading of bicylcle paths 32
Social targets
Economic, Social, Cultural infrastructure 32
Upgrading of educational infrastructure 32
Cross-Border institutions 32
Reduction of unemployment 32  
 
 
In order to find out if individual projects can be considered as sustainable projects, it is 
necessary to make sure, if they pursue economic, ecological and social targets at the same 
time. Otherwise they have to be considered as conventional sectoral projects. To find out, if 
economic, ecological and social targets are combined in a sustainable fashion, a correlation 
analysis was executed. The results show (Table 5), that there are some projects, which follow 
a holistic, sustainable approach. Tourism projects are positively correlated with the project 
targets “creation of regional trade marks”, “upgrading of bicycle paths”, “upgrading of public 
transport”, and the “establishment of cross border institutions”. If projects aim at the creation 
of regional trademarks, they usually also take other economic (“support of cross-border 
tourism”), ecological (“upgrading of bike paths”, “reduction of CO2 emissions”), and social 
(“establishment of cross border institution”) targets into account. The same holds true for 
projects that aim at the upgrading of bicycle paths and public transport. Both targets are also 
positively correlated with the target “enhancing participation”, which represent a fundamental 
procedural sustainability goal. Beside these project targets, which correlate with targets of all 
three sustainability dimensions, there are a number of targets that correlate with targets of 
only one other dimension. There are projects that aim at economic and ecological goals, 
others that combine ecological and social aspects and again others that operate at the 
intersection of the economic and the social dimensions. What is striking is the fact, that there 
is no correlation between economic project goals and participation. 
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Table 5: Correlation of project targets 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 1 ,781++ ,802++ ,590+ ,541+

2 1 ,557+

3 1 ,554+ ,617+ ,525+

4 1 ,731++ ,667++ ,567+

5 1 ,911++ n.s. ,559+

6 1 n.s. ,61+

7 1 ,687++ ,552+ ,578+

8 1 ,837++

9 1

10 1

E
co

lo
gi

ca
l T

.
S

oc
ia

l T
.

Economic Targets Ecological Targets Social Targets

E
co

no
m

ic
 T

.

 
+   Correlation is significant at the 0,05 level, ++ Correlation is significant at the 0,01 level 
Legend

1 Cross-border Tourism Economic Targets
2 Cross-border business cooperation
3 Creation of regional trademarks
4 Upgrading of bicycle paths Ecological Targets
5 Reduction of CO2 emissions
6 Stregthening of renewable energy production
7 Upgrading of public transport
8 Establishment of cross border institutions Social Targets
9 Broad economic, social and cultural infrastructure

10 Participation  
 
 
To find out more about the concrete work in individual INTERREG projects we selected ten 
projects for in depth qualitative interviews. All six priorities (see Figure 6) of the INTERREG 
programme were represented.  
 
Generally, the results of the quantitative analysis were confirmed by the interviews. All 
projects showed very little participatory elements. The broad public was not engaged in the 
development of the projects. Few project managers tried to disseminate the results in open 
fora or via the regional media. Others tried to involve the regional business community and 
the chamber of commerce. A distinct group of projects was closely tied to the public sector. 
These projects were developed inside the bureaucracies and had a clear focus on planning, 
infrastructure and transport logistics and were conducted exclusively by the technocratic elite. 
 
Concerning the cooperation with the Slovak partners, the structural asymmetries of the 
INTERREG programme had strong implications on the operation of the projects. As all the 
projects were developed and lead by Austrian partners and as all the budget had to be spent in 
Austria, cross-border cooperation in many cases was not very intense. In some cases the 
Slovak partners were included at the very end of the project development phase, simply 
because it was obligatory to have a Slovak partner on board to receive funding. The Slovak 
partners had little possibility to shape the projects according to their interests and had little 
chance to influence decisions. Some public sector projects would have been executed anyway 
sooner or later, as they had already been developed years ago within Austrian bureaucracies. 
INTERREG was seen as an additional financial source, which allowed for an earlier project 
start. In projects which were lead by NGOs, however, consensual decision making was a 
major aim and was implemented right from the start.  
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Surprisingly, most of the project managers had very little knowledge about other INTERREG 
projects in the region. Some projects were linked informally to the CENTROPE project, 
which represents a large initiative to foster cross border networks in eastern Austria, western 
Hungary, western Slovakia and southern Moravia. The majority of the project managers, 
however, had no contact to other projects. Some of them criticised the INTERREG 
programme administration for the lack of an exchange platform, which would allow for 
cooperation and knowledge transfer among project managers. The lack of knowledge of other 
projects corresponds to a lack of knowledge of the region. The projects seem to operate in 
their sectoral fields, but are not linked to a coherent vision of regional development and cross-
border cooperation in the Vienna-Bratislava region. Thus, most of the INTERREG projects 
seem to be rather sectoral than regional projects.  
 
Concerning the projects’ contribution to sustainable regional development, the overall 
assessment is negative. On the one hand, some projects explicitly referred to the three 
dimension of sustainability: e.g. projects that aimed at the support of renewable energy 
production also aimed at the reduction of CO2 emissions, supported regional value added 
production, and helped to substitute imports to reduce external dependency. The majority of 
the projects, however, had a rather conventional economic bias and directly supported 
regional entrepreneurs to cross the borders and enlarge their market areas. In the interviews, 
the term “sustainability” was frequently used by project managers, but mostly understood in a 
very narrow way. The concept of sustainability was reduced to the aspect of durability and the 
social and the environmental dimension were treated as mere residuals within conventional 
economic, growth oriented strategies. 
 
 
8. Conclusions 

This article tried to review approaches to sustainability and to formulate a working definition 
of regional sustainable development. This definition was used to analyse and critically assess 
INTERREG projects in the Vienna-Bratislava region and their presumed contribution to 
sustainable regional development.  
 
The analysis has shown that only few projects effectively combine elements of all three 
sustainability dimensions. Moreover, fundamental procedural sustainability targets, namely 
the inclusion of large parts of the population in the process of project development, as well as 
concrete steps to encourage bottom up initiatives were almost absent. Thus, the contribution 
of INTERREG projects to sustainable regional development must be considered as rather 
disappointing. 
 
However, the lack of holistic, sustainable projects is not surprising, as the INTERREG 
programme does not consider sustainability as an overarching goal, which has to be followed 
by each individual project. Sustainability is defined as an isolated issue within priority 5 
“Sustainable Spatial and Environmental Development”. It is rather surprising that despite the 
“unsustainable” design of the INTERREG programme, there are projects, which explicitly or 
implicitly try to make a contribution to sustainable regional development and include at least 
two dimensions of sustainability. To make EU regional policy sustainable, “sustainability” 
should be implemented as a binding horizontal goal and must not be considered as a mere 
sectoral topic. Surely, there will be severe tensions with the central target of European 
regional policy, enhancing regional competitiveness and growth in a liberalized common 
market, which can be considered as strong impediment to sustainability, as ecological 
economists like Herman Daly have pointed out. 
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