Future in the Alps

Question 6: Impact and further development of policies and instruments

Review of publications 

Heintel, Martin (2005), Regionalmanagement in Österreich. Professionalisierung und Lernorientierung (Regional Management in Austria. Professionalisation and Orientation towards Learning). Vienna (Abhandlungen zur Geographie und Regionalforschung, Bd. 8)

This recent publication which reflects the state of the art of knowledge on regional management, especially in Austria, is structured in four parts:

1. Theoretical and empirical framework conditions for regional development, institutionalisation and professionalisation of regional development and regional management

2. Regional management as an institution, the profession of a regional manager

3. Regional development oriented towards learning procedures

4. Four case studies for professionalised regional development oriented towards learning: cross-border management, management of a protected area, elaboration of concepts, evaluation in regional development.

Guiding questions:

Which impact of public policies on regional development in the Alps is mentioned? Which impact on regional co-operation chains, governance capacity of individuals or communities, protected areas, leisure, tourism and commuter mobility, new forms of decision making (Q1-5)?

The publication does not contain explicit results on such policy impacts, but there are diverse findings on regional policies and regional governance.

With Austria’s accession to the EU in 1995 several existing policy instruments of regional development have been integrated to the new EU policies (Structural Funds, Community Initiatives). Incentives towards innovation were given by the orientation of EU programs towards more co-operation as a basis for public subsidies. Furthermore the regional population’s possibilities of participating in regional development have increased.

Regional development presently is often seen in a systemic way. This approach underlines the importance of networks. Networks are (beside the market and the hierarchy) the third form of societal steering of development. There is no non-ambiguous definition of the term “Regional governance”, but anyway it implies:

· the perception of diverse players of regional development

· the introduction of instruments and procedures for co-operation, participation and negotiation

· a flexible delimitation of regions, e.g. bound to specific themes or projects

· the importance of learning procedures, reflection and evaluation.

Which key actors are mentioned? What is mentioned about their scope, and how they use it?

Regional management organisations in Austria are the main subject of the publication. They are intermediary organisations between the regional players and the administration (local, regional, national), and they contribute to the harmonisation of bottom-up and top-down approaches of regional development.

At present the Austrian regional management organisations are considered as well-established service institutions on regional level. They have enlarged their thematic spectrum and territorial application during the last ten years. They have contributed to the professionalisation of regional development, to more co-operation and alliances within the regions, and they take part in those approaches of regional development which underline the importance of learning procedures.

The publication contains many details about the tasks and qualifications of regional managers.

Which policy recommendations or proposals, aiming at the adjustment and improvement of public policies and policy instruments, are mentioned? Which kind of recommendations? (thematic – organisational; wide – specific; general – concrete)

The publication does not contain explicit policy recommendations, but points out some desirable future orientations for regional management organisations: legal strengthening of the regional level; creation of interfaces between formal regional planning and regional management; strengthening of the orientation towards learning (qualification of regional managers, evaluation); stronger observance of international trends and more transnational knowledge transfer.

What is mentioned about the problems of (policy) implementation regarding concepts, plans, programmes, evaluation studies and research works? What is mentioned about how to put recommendations into practice, how to bridge the gaps between research and practical application?

What is mentioned about the exchange and co-operation between researchers and practitioners, and how to improve it?

These questions are not explicitly answered, but addressed in the fourth part of the publication, dealing with concepts and evaluation in regional development.

About the role of concepts: Spatial development concepts etc. are never fully implemented, but one may appeal to them. Concepts are products which allow to assess the reality of development and to reveal deficits.

The existence of inconsistent concepts within one region (e.g. tourism concept, spatial development concept) reveals existing contradictions and different value systems.

A concept consists of three parts: (1) the process of elaborating the concept, (2) the written product which is based on a consensus between the involved persons, (3) an operational concept and implementation steps. The acceptance and implementation of concepts depends on the constellation of concerned and participating actors. The involvement in the elaboration of the concept creates identification. Representatives of institutions responsible for the implementation of concepts should be involved in the process of elaborating the concept, e.g. as members of the advisory board.

Policy evaluation in the field of regional development has become more important since about 1990. In Austria the accession to the EU and the application of European programs has lead to a multiplication of evaluation procedures. 

Often evaluation procedures are structured along a “logical framework” presenting objectives – input – output. But these linear models are not suitable for complex situations in regional development, and therefore approaches of systemic evaluation have been developed.

Standardised evaluation procedures often are perceived as an external obligation imposed by the EU and other financial backers. In many cases there is not much communication between the evaluated and the evaluators. Giving account, controlling and assessment are more important than gaining new knowledge by the evaluation. Therefore evaluation procedures often do not have much implementation potential. Due to the weaknesses of these evaluation approaches some procedures have already been modified, e.g. for the evaluation of the LEADER program where the self-evaluation of Local Action Groups played a considerable role. 

The approaches of systemic evaluation put a common process of learning and reflection in the foreground, they are oriented towards action and solutions. The evaluators are not only observers and investigators, but partners in a learning system. Systemic evaluation intends to increase the scope of action of regional actors. The evaluation results should motivate the actors of regional development for further commitment and own implementation steps. 
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