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1. Introduction : Networks and small towns

The coordination between towns represents a challenge which is especially decisive for their further development. It marks a new organisation of territories which is linked with the global structural change (decline of agriculture, deindustrialisation, "knowledge society) and seems to be "functionally necessary" in maintaining the town's significance by an increased economic specialisation (producing economies of scale) or by inventing complementary functions (producing economies of scope). It constitutes a tool which may and should serve for more efficiency as well as more solidarity. 

Coordination is a very general term. In the following we distinguish: 

· "network" (rete/réseau/Netzwerk) which means relations between individual or collective actors on a supra-regional level to pursue specialised (par example econoimc branches) or general strategic interests.

· "cooperation" (cooperazione/coopération/Kooperation) which means the relations between the municipalities on the regional level including smaller and bigger municipalities (villages and towns). 

As cooperation is a widely discussed topic on national level in each country since a long time, networks between towns are rather new in a general debate since the 1990ies although they are practised also since a long time (for example the cities of the Hanse in the Mittelalter). Especially new is, that members and branches of networks get smaller and smaller and more and more specialised. In AlpCity it should be questioned in which way networks may be an institutional form of coordination between small towns/villages. 

Networks

Facing the decline of welfare state (the "Fordist" model), the network launches in a certain way the ability in getting ressources and instruments from outside for a strategic autonomy. In a context of competition and economy of size, where the not-metropolitan areas have an insuffisant size in face to the metropolises, the structured network between towns should allow to reach the "critical mass". In this logic, acting on local level brings up a higher weight and credibility for the network members so that they will be heard on higher institutional levels. For example, the Communauté de Travail des Villes des Alpes/Arbeitsgemeinschaft Alpenstädte has become member of the committee of the Alpine Convention. It has got the position of an actor, a position which a town alone not could have reached. Also at the economic level, a network with the ability to act together has obviously more possibilities (for example promotion). 

. At the same time, the cooperation enables the associated towns to develop best practices by the transfer of experiences and knowledge for defined goals and interests. For example, the network «Alliance in the Alps» demands explicitly the promotion of a policy of sustainable development. 

Cooperation

. At a rather local scale, cooperation between neighboured towns enables to organise together a more efficient use of local infrastructure. An enlarged demographic catchment-area allows also services of higher quality. The pooling between towns allows a polycentric organisation where the towns are complementary one to the other. 

Cooperation and networks

Both are a form of public action less administrative (top-down) and more participative (bottom-up): towns cooperate as volunteers by own fixed objectives in order to their self defined common problems. The network concept seems to be more flexible and better adapted as institutions and procedures based on administrative action and hierarchy. It favours innovation by the Exchange of experiences. It avoids also the dispersion of resources by the exchange of know-how to multiple users.. Under these aspects, networks constitute tools for sustainable development which is supported by the policies of the European Union. 


Cooperation and networks create territory. Especially the big towns (as collective actors) organise and create their relations to steer their development. Thereby they define a specify and build a polycentric structure, exchanging competence and knowledge. They establish a new kind of institutional system and give structure to the territory for which they feel responsible. 

The place of a small town in networks

Towns as collective actors are integrated in international or even global networks since a long time. But traditionally this was only the activity of big towns which form today metropolitan areas like Lyon or Lille. Recently, other big towns began to form also networks, even if in less complex extension. It can be observed that smaller and smaller towns are being integrated in international networks. Those who stand apart loose significance. 

A recent study analysing the development of rural areas in Switzerland
 shows that – after a long period of demographic and economic growth of the rural areas – the metropolitan areas are the winners of the global economic changes and that their development since the mid 1990ies goes to increase the hierarchy of the urban system once more. Census data of demography in Austria from 2001 also show the decline of villages in the mountains and the growth of regional capitals in the alpine and peri-alpine area compared to 1991.

Traditionally, country towns (centres of a district like the French "bourgs") or even villages are not collective actors on this level and will not be. Their strategic interests have to be covered by the higher administrative units, the regions (région, regione, Bundesland) which are actors on European level. 

There may be exceptions which concern municipalities with a big demographic growth and a gain of weight in a special economic sector. These are "global players" in a branch like par example St. Moritz as resort town. But this is not the normal case.
Therefore, the integration of small towns in networks is different and has a restricted function. One can distinguish:
- the network as a form of association, type "lobbying" 

·  for defending own interests to be respected on a national level; 

- the network as an association for the exchange of information 

· with other municipalities on the same hierarchy on national, transalpine or sometimes European level for the exchange of knowledge with the aim to get ideas to maintain own local production systems, for their diversification and evolution. 

- the cooperation with the other municipalities in the same region

·  to resist to one-side interests of the regional capital (uncontrolled peri-urbanisation as well as parks) on the one hand and to pursue strategies together with the regional capital to increase the regional attractiveness on the other. 

The future of networks of small towns in mountain regions
The country towns and villages represented in AlpCity are municipalities which, without exception, are not collective actors. They are part of the rural areas which are more than only parks or suburbs but anyway in a relation of complentarity to real cities. 

In the frame of the program should be answered three questions: 

1. Estimation of the performance of network integration for these towns: Is it possible to give these small administrative units the status of actors for their development by extension of network relations in a situation where traditional regional policies did not succeed to reduce sufficiently regional disparities?  

This includes to show also the conditions and the difficulties. A network of actors has the best chances to be established and to persist if it is based on a strong central places function together with a certain size of outside-oriented economy. This does not apply for the majority of the municipalities represented by AlpCity. Is it possible to go in this direction? Is it wishful?

2. From the small town the question passes to the middle-sized town: Isn't it necessary to enforce the middle-sized towns as regional centres to fight against the new hierarchies in the urban system? 

This will bring up elements for a policy of enforcing or support of networks. 
3. Actually, the country towns ("bourgs")/villages are not collective actors. Their network function is only marginal. From the "sustainable development-view" is neither realistic nor desirable to make also the small towns developing as collective entrepreneurs. This leads to the third question: How can be balanced the different interests and forms of coordination (globally networking metropolitan areas, mainly cooperating small towns) to reduce hierarchies and disparities? One answer should be that the principle of territorial responsibility by the national state (respectively the region, if we accept the realities of "devolution") will not be sacrificed. But the responsibility of state is not coped with by construction of traditional infrastructure. It has to be fulfilled by measures of creating knowledge, formation of local actors (individuals which are able to act in the interest of the whole region) and a general increase of the quality of life.

2 Case Study

The work « cooperation among towns », part of the Alpcity program, is 

carried out by Rhône Alpes Region only. “le territoire de Belfort”, initially integrated into this WP, withdrew itself from the program.  

What is the aim of the Rhône Alpes Region?

The Region wants : 

- To validate the interest of setting a network between the small  towns of mountain, while working on the specificity of their needs and on their capacity being mobilized on this kind of association, also by analysing the experiments already carried out in other areas;  

- To engage an bottom up step, thanks to a call of candidature which makes possible to join together motivated towns having projects. Consequently, the cities themselves define if they want to be helped and if a co-operation is relevant  for them.       

- The network of towns have to be the result of a collective  mobilization.  The cities " are not put " in network in an  administrative way. Knowing that collaboration can be only voluntary  and according to common interests, the step of the call to projects (and thereafter, the animation of the selected towns), must make possible a conscience of common interests and the desire to work together.  The network could thus be the concrete and organised issue for a collective and bottom up process.  It is in this condition that the Region will  be able to support it.

- To support innovating operations of development, answering  the aims of the sustainable development;  

- To support the constitution of a "territorial intelligence".  What does it mean ? At first, we can consider that equipment assistances and projects subsidies are already existing in numerous ways.  So the aim of Interreg program is not to  increase them but rather trying to make local projects more  efficient.  This " performance " had a territorial nature and not  only economic :  it consists of a good adaptation to the context, in an  interesting innovation, to increase effects on the development, in a  social and cultural valorisation of local territories.  

-To examine how the mountain character is relevant on these  various accesses.  From the exchanges and comparisons established in  the Alpcity program, it is a question of saying if the membership of  the mountain allows the mobilization more easily, if relevant networks  can be built in an international way on the alpine arc, if the  required innovation and the territorial intelligence make possible  to integrate the rural areas served by these small cities.  
Rhône Alpes method

The organization of the project being made during the first  half-day of presentation, it does not seem interesting to return on  that topic in the case of this round-table.  

It is more interesting to see what characterizes the towns of  mountain in the region and those committed in the experiment.  This element is essential for the constitution of a co-operation since it makes possible to establish the specific problems of these cities  and thus the possibility of a common action to answer it.  Without  divided object, there cannot be voluntary and ascending network.  
a) Analyse of small mountain towns

In Rhône Alpes, 1697 municipalities of less than 5 000 inhabitants are located in massif of mountain (according to the french administrative definition : for Rhône Alpes Region : Alpes, Jura and Massif Central). Among these towns, 207 small towns have been selected on the following criteria:

- a first criteria of size : they have less than 5 000 inhabitants et should not belong to an urban area of more than 10 000 inhabitants 

- a second criteria of local center : they can be a pole of rural employment, a pole of intermediary services or a pole of community services  

- a third criteria of isolation : they should not belong to suburbs or peri-urban areas

These 207 towns received a call to candidature for a diagnosis/consultancy of projects and step of development. 21 answers (including towns and regrouping of communities) were returned.

A statistical study of these towns is now at work. The aim is on the one hand to determinate the profile of small candidates towns and to understand the specificity and representativeness of it, on the other hand, to carry out a classification of the small towns of mountain  starting from the 207 towns of massif answering to previous criteria.
A series of variables was selected in order to understand better the operation and evolutions of the small  candidates towns:  the concepts of dynamics (through evolutions) and  of distance/proximity will be omnipresent throughout the analysis. The aim is to determine if there are significant contrasts  between these towns, or on the contrary, if it is possible to foresee if there’s common criteria specific to the small towns.

Some results

Evolution, accessibility and level of equipment of small  towns

The towns which are not well connected to a important city have problems of attractivity (loss of population according to  the distance to a center).  The distance to the  municipality and town of more than 10 000 inhabitants the most  attended, shows that small towns are working in a hierarchical  way with big cities and medium-sized towns, and not in a  complementary way with other small towns.  The distance to the  nearest motorway confirms that the distance can be a heavy handicap  for the development.  

With some exceptions, the majority of the towns have a good level of  equipment.  Even if it does not have a direct economic impact on the  territories, inhabitants can have an access to  a certain quality of life.  Consequently, it is a good indicator of  attractivity.  

Role and function of the towns

To which activities do the small towns evoluate ?  The analysis of the SPC evolution (Socio-professional categories) between  1990 and 1999 shows a generalized fall of the number of farmers,  workmen and craftsmen.  The majority of the know a strong  progression of employment related to the services, according to the  national tendency, but changing in an unequal way.  Specializations appear : farmers,  workmen or craftsmen increases significantly in some cases, contrary to the dominant evolutions.  

The  analysis of the mobility of the inhabitants can be added to the analysis of the profile of employment.  Between residential  function or real economic life, the small cities are contrasted.  Most of them are afraid to become “dormitories cities”. The small towns where the mobility of the  workers is lowest often correspond to those which are very populated  and thus have a base of services public or deprived at least for this  population.  

Some datas about  municipalities

It seems difficult to establish a comparison between the  small cities which are specialized in different fields.  However,  they have many common concerns:  most of them were strongly  specialized during a long time (winter sports for example) and seek today a diversification of their  activities and the maintenance of a permanent activity vis-a-vis  seasonal employment.  

Having a good level of equipment, the whole of the small candidates  cities seems to fill a significant role of proximity with the smaller municipalities which surround them.  


b) Projects subjected by the towns 

The analysis of the cities having answered to the call to candidature shows that ideas exist, but the needs are in methodology and strategy.  These small towns, taking into account their size, limited resources, and their insulation, miss especially of capacities to  insert a project in a global reflexion and to evaluate strategies.  

The requests show some relevant topics : 

- a first unit relates to the knowledge of methods or ways of territorial  strategic reflexion. That supposes going farther than the sectoral project for thinking about integration of  population, long-term process, bond between economical dimensions,  the culture and the social one. These towns are asking how to do " to  apprehend these isolated projects in a global and coherent context  allowing to increase attractivity of the territory and answering to inhabitants needs?  " " Which is the method of implementation  to treat on a hierarchical basis the solutions and to carry out the good choices for the town?  Which balance between the development of patrimony and the requests of tourist population?  How to better integrate the permanent population into   this kind of step?  " 

- a second whole of requests aims to the development of  cultural identities. The small towns seek to  reorganize and to develop by the valorization of cultural resources.  However, in a mountain context, there’s a strong  influence of alpine culture. One towns wants to work on minerals and  fauna, other on a literary work, the craft industry of art, lake  activities.  In a global development prospect, the projects require  going deeply that a valorization patrimony or country  holidays, the question is to highlight and to develop an identity of the  territory.  

- a third unit concerns the level of quality of life and urbanity. From  projects about towns center and the habitat, the municipalities think of the manner restoring " environments " and urban landscapes of quality.    People is looking for a particular quality of life in small towns.

- the last unit, classical but essential, aims at the installation of services and diversified economic activities, in particular for municipalities which are specialised in wintersports. Diversification shows also the will of the small towns to be  dissociated from the others, and able to answer the inhabitants new needs.  

- transversely, there’s a clear will of exchanges and collaboration   Only some municipalities are already engaged in formal networks, some exist about tourism and patrimony.  But they are numerous to have  engaged collaborations within micro-regions.  The implantation of  the small towns to their rural environment is done from  these political structuring which compensate the structuring by  the economy and services.  They are also numerous to wish  exchanges.

Because of a lack of methods, they feel the need to go to see other experiences, to take innovations. They want to leave isolation with other small towns wich have the same problems.

c) following stages 

Presented during the first day of the conference,  they are not detailed here.  They consist of a help of the Rhône Alpes Region to  these requests, then later the evaluation of the possibilities for a network of small towns.  
3.  Issues of discussions (questions to put in debate)  

The problem of competences:  

Of course, the small towns have equipment and services needs,  but they also need to be inserted in networks of innovation, to profit from  competences and efficiant know-how. But most of the time, their size does not make it possible. How to compensate this lack of " cognitive  resource "?  Is the development of networks at all scales is a good mean to answering it?  Regional or federal institutions? Are they interested in that question?  

The problem of a strategic method : 

The big cities are using managements of an entreprenarial type. By methods of management, techniques of communication, tools for positioning within the market, they developed know-how which gives them a statute of actor today. Which is the place of the small towns compared to these new competences. Aren't they late of a stage when they seek to develop equipment whereas the big cities develop efficient methods of action? Who and how can think the development of the small towns? Are the networks a means to cumulate competences and to develop more efficient strategies because joint? Isn't it rather necessary to consolidate as regional poles in order to act against the current reinforcement of the urban hierarchy?

The problem of the territory and the mountain:

The small towns seek to develop a specificity and a cultural specificity. Their size leads them to propose a "mountain culture". Is this factor of sustainable development taking into account the environmental values attached to the mountain? Is this a manner to create bonds with a mountain environment on symbolic values and the quality of life attached to the mountain?

The problem of the process :

The small towns are insulated, with a character neither rural nor urban which serves them. Is the specificity of small towns lived like a common problem? Which are the forms of collaboration which are set up between small towns? Are the transfer of competence and the office plurality of knowledge dimensions which are setting up?

Links between networks:

Integration in a network is not sufficient to produce innovation. This capacity depends on the relations between local actors, their co-operation with the actors of the region and the medium-sized/big in the region. Shouldn't the network facilitate transfers of know-how especially? That supposes relationships with poles (medium –sized towns) or networks of higher level. How not isolating either the small towns but "the networks from small towns"?

4. Questions to the participants : 

In the experiments installation, was a network organisation considered or done ? On which topics and which aims?

Do the regional policies see the networks like development tools or as a disturbing structure ? How to develop strategic know-how in the small towns ?

Which place for public authorities : State, region, county or other higher institutional levels? Does their role have to evolve to measurements of creation of know-how, of training local actors and increase the quality of life, or to remain in the creation of traditional infrastructures of development? 


5. The action to be taken:

→To define aims for regional or European public policies suitable to support organizations of small cities in network, 

→To examine the capacities of a network organization answering to experts requirements in competence and knowledge

→To evaluate the contribution of the networks in terms of public action (development of a bottom up process, mobilization and innovation)

→To evaluate possibilities and relevance of a networks for small towns on the scale of alpine Arc, European and world mountain (contribution of the undertaken experiment).
Why networks?





In the frame of Alpcity, the topic of cooperation is a kind of special. Indeed, it is a method which could have been applied by different partners, even if only Rhône-Alpes has formulated it explicitly as an objective. Although it is necessary to analyse on general whether and how forms of cooperation can be realised in the AlpCity projects, to estimate the validity of this tool compared with different actions applied and to see how the «operational test» undertaken in Rhône-Alpes may be generalised.








The objective of the WP in Alpcity: Which future for networks of small towns in mountain regions?





Les objectifs du WP : quel avenir des réseaux de petites villes 
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thereafter...





Questions put in debate with the public:  





Which experiments of networks?  


Which points of view?  





Global questions put by the implementation of the network





Second step.Identification of small towns requests for helps.





Which specific problems for the realization  of  development projects?  





First step :





To identify the places concerned.  Which are the small and isolated mountain towns in Rhone-Alpes Region?  
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