‘Resituating the local in cohesion and territorial development’

Early findings from the RELOCAL project
The 4th Project Workshop and the 2nd RELOCAL Project Conference took
place in the city of Łódź, Poland, on 5-7th March 2019, hosted by Łódź
University and the Regional Development Agency of the Łódzkie
voivodeship 1. Katalin Kolosy from AEIDL took part as a member of the
scientific advisory board.
In 2017, the RELOCAL researchers selected 33 locality-based/targeted case studies
from all over Europe that represent different welfare regimes, rural and urban areas,
disadvantaged and better-off localities and various cultural and historical contexts.

Source: https://relocal.eu/case-studies/relocal-case-study-selection-map_def/
Fieldwork took place in 2018 and the first draft case study reports are becoming available
in 2019. Each individual case is designed to provide a holistic picture of place-based
targeted actions and their interaction with the spatial justice context.
These interactions are analysed through various dimensions such as (a) promoters and
inhibitors, (b) competences and capacities and (c) procedural and distributive justice.
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R E L O C A L in brief
•
•
•
•

•

Departs from the premise that “place” can precondition the local action chances in
promoting fairness and well-being;
Aims at identifying factors that favour local accessibility of European policies and
funds;
Examines which are the local abilities that allow better exploiting European policy and
funding opportunities;
Contributes to enhancing the knowledge base on spatial justice and territorial
inequalities empirically;
Applies a bottom-up perspective based on contextual territorially differentiated case
studies.
Source: https://relocal.eu/newsletter/

Zooming on one case study: ‘Euralens’, France 2
Among the local initiatives selected for field research by the RELOCAL project team, a
forum of actors of the Pas-de-Calais mining basin in France, called ‘Euralens’, is further
explored here.
The initiative was set up in 2009; it covers deprived brownfield and urban areas in the
North of France between Lille and Paris, with a population of 650,000 inhabitants, spread
out in a succession of small and medium-sized cities such as Lens and Liévin (about
30,000 inhabitants each), Béthune and Hénin-Beaumont (25,000 each) and Bruay-laBuissière (22,000). The unemployment rate is over 25% in Lens and Liévin, in
comparison to a 10.4% rate observed in France at the same period (2015). Between 50%
and 70% of the population live in social housing, when the French average is around
16%. The area is gaining a more positive image since 2012, with the opening of the
Louvre museum extension ‘Louvre-Lens’ on one hand and the recognition of this old
mining site as a remarkable cultural landscape and its inclusion to the UNESCO World
Heritage list3.
With the aim to combat poverty and improve employability, a grouping of municipalities
together with local stakeholders joined forces and created Euralens, an incubator for
local initiatives and a metropolitan laboratory4, with not for profit status and 5 staff.
To incubate local projects, Euralens has set up a branding process through an annual
call for projects. The idea is to identify and promote local good practice “of high
environmental, architectural, social and cultural quality” that are contributing to “the
ecological and social transformation of the territory”.
As of December 2017, more than 100 applications have been examined and 55 have
obtained the Euralens label. These local initiatives vary in nature and scope along 4 main
strands: (1) culture and tourism, (2) economy and education, (3) eco-responsible city, (4)
nature and leisure 5.
From a local development point of view, the Euralens example is embracing a rather
large area with many fragmented realities and local communities. The branding process
seeks to leverage local transition initiatives and acts as a sounding board for ambitious
ideas and projects.
During the workshop held on 4th April 2019 6, aiming at organising a discussion about the
main findings of the RELOCAL fieldwork on Euralens with the panel of interviewees 7, a
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session was dedicated to the co-creation of an ideal roadmap with hands-on proposals
and solutions that could be improve Euralens’ governance and operational rules.
Recommendations include - inter alia - the need for more transparency in relation to
selection criteria, closer exchanges with grassroots initiatives, more empowerment of
potential project promoters, stronger participation of local citizens in the governance
process, more efforts to bring project promoters together (the Euralens community), the
search for higher visibility at local level, reaching out the unusual suspects and the
promotion of Euralens at regional, national and European levels.

Lively debate on Euralens’ future governance

Art Deco ceramic wall at Lens train station

Despite the few weaknesses raised during the debate - the distinction between the label
and the funding is unclear for many stakeholders, the social innovation features of the
model tend to be diluted in local governance issues, moving away from citizens’ needs
and expectations - Euralens can be considered as an ambitious local development hub,
boosting place-based innovative projects through the fantastic windows of opportunities
offered by the Louvre museum extension and the UNESCO site.

Early findings
Final case study reports were due by the end of March 2019, highlighting how the actions
being examined contribute to mitigating territorial disparities in the national context.
National reports with case studies – including theory of change diagrams and narratives are to be ready in May 2019. A quick review of 8 draft case studies reveals some early
findings:
•

•

In several cases (Rotterdam Zuid / NL, Alzette-Belval /FR-LU, Kotka / FI), the voice
of local citizens as beneficiaries of the action is weak (“within the … network there is
a delegate of the residents but this is only one single person who serves as eyes and
ears in the entire district. This person is no formal representative of neighbourhood
associations, ethnic collectives and bottom up projects. This implies that at the lowest
level the representation of marginalised groups within the … network is not very
strong 8.”);
Reversely, successful citizens’ initiatives and civic engagement can raise issues of
accountability or legitimacy in the field of urban planning and access to funding (see
Görlitz / DE): “When talking about democracy, the people always think about political
representatives. But they never get the idea that democracy already starts, when
they start doing something together with their neighbours, creating something cool.
And I think that's why you should not force legitimacy demands upon such
democratic initiatives and projects such as youth participation, because then you end
up in formal politics again, which upset so many 9”;
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•
•

•

Case studies related to LEADER 10 (HU, RO, UK) all reveal that there is little direct
attention on social issues; however, there is an important and positive impact on the
sense of belonging;
A negative spiral of inequality is observed in places of poverty: contextual area
deprivation can influence individual socio-economic outcomes, which in turn
contributes to greater inequality of opportunity;
The reference to smart villages calls upon the social capital theory of linking, binding
and bridging 11 and may concentrate on smart ‘villagers’ instead, avoiding the revival
of the old trench war between human geography and spatial planning.

Next steps
Empirical work carried out through these 33 RELOCAL case studies will be synthesized
in order to reveal alternative scenarios of future spatial (in)justice in European regions.
The consortium agreed to the prospect of compiling all this hi-level quality and detailed
documentation into a book to be published at the end of the project cycle (December
2020).
There should be more scope for all local development aficionados to further advocate the
outcomes of this impressive work in due time.

More information: https://relocal.eu/
09/04/2019
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See Bourdieu, Coleman, Putnam.
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