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17. ESTABLISHMENT OF A TRANSNATIONAL ESPON TRAINING PROGRAMME TO
STIMULATE INTEREST TO ESPON2013 KNOWLEDGE - ESPONTRAIN.
THE ITALIAN EXPERIENCE

Maria Coronato’

The spread of knowledge and of the results produced by the ESPON Programme, despite the many
efforts of the network and of the ECP, is still limited to a small group of academicians and professionals. In
recent years it has become evident that the projects of Applied Research (Priority 1), Target Analysis
(Priority 2), the tools developed in the framework of the Scientific Platform (Priority 3), appear to potential
beneficiaries (Stakeholder and Shareholder) as methodological application tools that cannot be
implemented on a regional or sub-regional scale, so very often discouraging Administrations and Research
Centers to invest in the ESPON Programme, which is often defined as a "Programme for the few".

The awareness of this "shared" need and the objective of disseminating the results of high scientific
value produced by the Programme, has led to launch, under Priority 4 reserved to the ECP for the
development of Transnational Networking Activities, the project ESPONTrain ("Establishment of a
transnational ESPON training Programme to stimulate interest to ESPON2013 knowledge”,
http://espontrain.eu/).

The activities carried out in the project have been structured in a consistent manner with the role
assigned to the ECP: exchange of experiences, awareness of institutions and actors working on the national
territories on the ESPON issues, empowerment and capitalization of the results of the Programme, so
making the knowledge developed by the Programme 2013 practical, operational and accessible to
Stakeholders, Research, and Practitioners. To this end, the project has developed the first educational
platform ESPON (Virtual Learning Environment - VLE) to make the knowledge produced by the Programme
more accessible and familiar, taking into account, also from a technical point of view, the economic and
infrastructural needs of the final users.

The project has been developed and implemented using an open source platform Moodle2 which
requires that the end user has only an internet connection at 512 kbps, audio and video driver, 512 MB of
RAM, a microphone.

Under the guidance of the "Panteion” University of Social and Political Sciences of Athens (LP), the
project has involved ten ESPON Contact Points, five of them (Greece, Italy, Romania, Lithuania, Estonia)2
representing the Academia, and five (Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Malta and Cyprus)® belonging to
the world of the Institutions or Government. The choice of a so composed partnership proved to be
strategic: to combine the rigor of methodological research to the needs of policy actions in which the
Administrations are held accountable. Partners have so developed a educational product consistent with
the needs of both Academia and the professional and political world, highlighting results, methodologies
and guidelines for territorial policy. From the outset, it was clear to all partners the need to bridge the
knowledge gap that exists in the field of European policy and found both at scientific and administrative

! PhD student in Economic Geography, Department of History, Human Sciences and Education, University of Sassari; Espon Contact
Point Italia Staff, Department of Science, Technology, Education, University of Rome “Tor Vergata”

2 panteion University of Social and Political Sciences of Athens (GR), Universita degli Studi di Roma "Tor Vergata" (IT), Universitatea
“Alexandru loan Cuza” (RO), University of Tartu (EE), Research Institute of Territorial Planning of Vilnius Gediminas Technical
University (LT),

? Institute for Spatial Development (CZ), Ministry of regional development and public works (BG), Ministry of the Envi. & Spatial
Planning (SL), Town Planning and Housing Department (CY), MEPA-Malta Environment and Planning Authority (MT)
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level, creating a closer link between the new / young researchers, who with their knowledge can contribute
to a more proper territorial planning, and the decision makers, that ' from inside ' can help to improve the
performance .

The academic/institutional experience of the ECP and knowledge of the Programme gained by many
through a previous participation in other ESPON projects, was the real strength of the project ESPONTrain. It
is in fact made it necessary to make Programme results cross-cutting and interdisciplinary with respect to
various disciplines (economic geography, politics, physics, human sciences and regional planning), involving
Trainers that are at the same time experts of territorial planning and cohesion policy and with direct
experience in at least one ESPON project and in e-learning, since the dissemination of summary reports
occurred through precisely the VLE. In the Italian case, this role was played by the ECP.

The ECP is therefore presented as disinterested mediators between the territories and the
Managing Authority; what has allowed us to appropriately select the currently most "interesting" issues for
the European territories: migration, energy, climate change, cities and rural areas, territorial governance.
The educational material related to the selected topics has been developed and organized in English, and
submitted to the evaluation and control of the Coordination Unit and Lead Partner of the projects, selected
prior to its administration

A "critical" moment in the project was to identify the Target groups that were intended to multiply
the circulation and dissemination of ESPON philosophy. In the Italian case, the ECP has launched a Call for
Interest addressed to young researchers and PhD students, while the stakeholders were selected from the
contacts made during these years of constant and on-going work carried out in collaboration with the
Monitoring Committee (Ministry of Infrastructure).

The course has been structured in ESPONTrain 6 cycles, related to the synthesized projects
(DEMIFER, ReRISK, CLIMATE, FOCI, EDORA, TeDI and EUROISLAND, METROBORDER) and the contents of the
virtual meetings have been organized on the basis of two different groups of Trainees:

e Students (PhD students and young Researchers/professionals in territorial planning and
development) for whom there it has been adopted an academic approach to transform the
methods implemented in the handled projects and the results thereof;

e Practitioners and policy makers more interested in the implementation of the strategies of
territorial development and cohesion and to cases of territorial benchmarking. This second
group was essential to more emphasize the role of the public sector in strategic planning, in
territorial development and cohesion policy.

The proposed educational materials encompassed, in addition to summaries of the selected
projects, materials for an even more "immediate" reading (PowerPoint, maps of synthesis quizzes, etc.),
while, for those who had wished to further investigate the issues discussed, audio and video files and links
to national and international libraries, from which to download documents related to the issues, as well as
access to thematic forums coordinated by the ECP were prepared .

At the end of each course, Trainees were asked to apply their knowledge to a known country area
following the methodology of the project in order to assess and compare the results on the local scale. Also
in this case the role of ECP was diriment thanks to the right mix of local knowledge and methodology. A
particular emphasis was placed on Territorial Impact Assessment (TIA), a choice instrument for policy
making at European, national and regional level with the aim of emphasizing the importance that the ex
ante evaluation plays in the choices of territorial and cohesion policy .

The main difficulty of the project was to transform the ESPON documents products (highly technical
and full-bodied reports) in educational material easily transferable in a virtual classroom in just two months
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according to the e-learning protocols. The project was therefore an opportunity to "create" a first group of
"ESPON teachers " ready to support national and regional needs .

The project has shown that it is possible to synthesize ESPON results by extrapolating the contents
on the basis of the final user, and has proven to 200 trainees that ESPON projects are applicable to the local
scale. Involving the stakeholders in the project was not easy, as well as requiring their ongoing and proactive
participation. Even in this case, the reliability and professionalism of the ECP was diriment for the success of
the project. Nor can we underestimate the added value obtained for the Programme ESPON2013 in terms
of direct and constant feedback with respect to the demand from national territories. In the Italian case,
many members of the Target Group have stated that in the past, every time they tried to approach, for work
or study reasons, the reports of the Programme, they had been discouraged by their size and their strong
technicality. Through the synthesis, tailored on the final user, it was possible to grasp ESPON in all its
potentials (see assessment process structured by ECP Italy on the basis of the requirements of the "Bologna
process"). In this regard, it has been suggested to produce new synthesis of other ESPON projects to further
facilitate the dissemination of results and their capitalization also in view of the Italian Semester.

Figure 11: ESPONTrain Project
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