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Abstract

Cross-border regions have become key arenas for experimenting with new territorial
configurations, particularly where functional interdependencies challenge inherited admin-
istrative boundaries. This article examines how cross-border cooperation contributes to
innovative territorial construction along the French–Italian Alpine border, focusing on how
territorial actors mobilise the border and how these dynamics relate to the emerging notion
of transfrontierisation. The study centres on the urban–mountain system linking Savoie,
the Aosta Valley, and the Metropolitan City of Turin, using the A-MONT project (Interreg
ALCOTRA 2021–2027) as an empirical entry point. A mixed methodology was applied,
combining quantitative analysis of ALCOTRA projects from the 2014 to 2020 and 2021
to 2027 programmes, qualitative fieldwork to local and supra-local actors, and a critical
review of recent Integrated Territorial Plans (PITER). The results reveal a pronounced
centre–periphery pattern in project participation, persistent disparities in administrative
capacity, the development of informal networks that mitigate institutional fragmentation,
and the emergence of shared territorial diagnoses. The article argues that these dynamics
extend beyond project-based interaction and proposes the concept of transfrontierisation
to describe the process through which cross-border cooperation reshapes supra-local net-
works, stabilises governance arrangements, and fosters shared territorial referents without
replacing existing institutional frameworks.

Keywords: cross-border cooperation; alpine region; French–Italian alpine border; territorial
dynamics; transfrontierisation

1. Introduction
Cross-border regions have become key arenas for experimenting with new territo-

rial configurations, particularly where functional interdependencies challenge inherited
administrative boundaries. The European Union has reinforced this trend by supporting
the emergence of cooperation territories that test new forms of governance, planning, and
policy coordination. In the Alpine region, where strong local anchoring intersects with
transnational mobilities and marked geographic constraints, these dynamics provide a
privileged laboratory for examining how borders are mobilised as resources [1] and how
mountain territories emerge as political and institutional constructions [2].

Despite extensive research on cross-border cooperation, significant uncertainties re-
main regarding its capacity to generate lasting territorial effects. Existing studies already
point to this ambivalence, highlighting both the transformative potential of cooperation and
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the persistence of institutional asymmetries, fragmented competences, or short project cy-
cles that limit long-term structuring effects. These ambivalent dynamics, which are further
detailed in the theoretical framework below, justify the need to investigate more closely the
mechanisms through which repeated interactions may contribute to territorial construction.

This article addresses this gap by focusing on the French–Italian Alpine border, a
context where metropolitan areas, transit valleys, rural spaces, and high-mountain environ-
ments face shared challenges related to mobility, ecological transition, demographic change,
risk management, and multi-actor governance [3]. The study examines how cross-border
cooperation contributes to innovative territorial construction, with a specific focus on the
notion and governance of transfrontierisation. In parallel, the analysis also considers how
these cooperative dynamics intersect with environmental concerns, particularly in a moun-
tain context where ecological interdependencies heighten the need for coordinated action.

This article pursues two main objectives: (1) to analyse how local, regional, and
transnational actors mobilise the border in territorial projects, and how these practices
reveal structural dynamics of cooperation; (2) to develop a conceptual interpretation of
these cumulative and multi-scalar dynamics through the notion of transfrontierisation,
understood as a progressive process through which cross-border cooperation reshapes
networks, shared diagnoses, governance routines, and territorial configurations.

Our findings show that cross-border cooperation produces effects that extend be-
yond project implementation, notably through the consolidation of formal and informal
networks, the emergence of shared territorial diagnoses, the stabilisation of governance
routines, and the progressive reduction in informational asymmetries. These cumulative
dynamics contribute to the gradual structuring of cross-border territorial configurations
and, among other effects, support the emergence of shared narratives and identity ele-
ments. Cross-border cooperation also contributes to reshaping centre–periphery relations
by strengthening the links between metropolitan centres and peripheral mountain mu-
nicipalities. Several projects facilitate the circulation of expertise, technical support, and
financial resources from urban administrations such as Turin or Grenoble toward smaller
municipalities located in high-mountain valleys. These exchanges enable peripheral ac-
tors to access planning tools, risk-management instruments, and mobility strategies that
would otherwise remain out of reach, thereby reducing informational and institutional
asymmetries. Informal networks also emerge through concrete practices, particularly in
the tourism and cultural sectors. Local associations, guides, accommodation providers,
and cultural operators collaborate to organise thematic visits, cross-border itineraries, and
overnight stays along the mountain border. These initiatives, often developed outside
formal institutional frameworks, sustain regular interactions, foster trust, and contribute to
shared representations of the cross-border territory.

We interpret these outcomes as manifestations of the broader process of transfrontieri-
sation. Taken together, our findings suggest that the environmental dimensions emerging
along the French–Italian Alpine border resonate with broader patterns identified in the
literature on transboundary environmental governance. The consolidation of shared di-
agnoses, the stabilisation of cross-border routines, and the development of multi-scalar
actor networks mirror mechanisms described in other regions, such as the Baltic Sea, the
Kaliningrad–Lithuania–Poland cooperation area, or the Great Lakes Basin [4–6]. How-
ever, the Alpine case also reveals how these dynamics take shape in a highly constrained
mountain environment, where ecological interdependencies, demographic pressures, and
territorial fragmentation amplify the need for coordinated environmental action. In this
sense, the process of transfrontierisation contributes not only to governance innovation
but also to the gradual consolidation of shared environmental agendas across mountain
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territories, reinforcing their capacity to address ecological challenges that transcend admin-
istrative boundaries.

In addition to its relevance for territorial studies, this research contributes to current
debates on sustainability by examining how cross-border cooperation supports climate
adaptation, biodiversity protection, and more resilient forms of resource management
in mountain regions. The Alpine context, marked by environmental vulnerability and
strong interdependencies, offers a particularly insightful setting for understanding how
multi-level governance arrangements can address sustainability challenges that transcend
administrative boundaries.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Cross-Border Territories: From Interaction to Structuring

In its weakest sense, the adjective “cross-border” refers to the idea of crossing a
boundary and to the existence of relations between two entities separated by that boundary.
It thus implies a certain permeability of the border and is based on a logic of spatial
proximity, although this proximity is ambivalent, insofar as the border, by marking a line
of differentiation from the other, introduces “distance in proximity” [7]. This perspective
entails an implicit recognition of discontinuity and of occasional interactions between
two differentiated systems.

In a stronger and more analytical sense, cross-border does not simply refer to inter-
actions but rather to a process of spatial and political structuring grounded in durable
and stabilised relations built around shared practices and decisions [8]. This approach
is based on the idea that the border can become a vector of transformation, or even of
territorial recomposition, giving rise to the emergence of a coherent cross-border space,
structured around coordination mechanisms, shared practices, and sometimes a common
imaginary [7].

We thus move from a linear, separating view of territory to a more integrated read-
ing [9], where the border becomes a zone rather than a line [10]. The cross-border territory
thus emerges not as a pre-existing entity but as a functional and political construction [11].
Such a territory takes shape when local actors become aware of the growing mismatch
between institutional delineations and the functional logics generated by cross-border in-
terdependencies [12,13]. Territorial construction therefore stems from the tension between
inherited political boundaries and evolving socio-economic practices. These dynamics
echo broader analyses of European cross-border governance, which highlight the emer-
gence of “soft spaces” and rescaled policy arenas shaped by multi-level interactions [14].
Such perspectives reinforce the idea that cross-border territories evolve not only through
institutional arrangements but also through relational practices and networked forms of
coordination.

This functional territory does not replace existing structures, as its dynamics de-
pend both on local actors and on state institutions. It is more accurate to speak of an
effect of superposition, a permanent interplay between different systems of belonging and
organisation, where local concerns constantly interfere with the injunctions of national
regulations [15].

Cross-border cooperation can therefore be understood as a variable process of territo-
rial structuring, whose intensity depends on the degree to which governance mechanisms
stabilise interactions and shared representations emerge. This distinction between inter-
action and structuring provides the analytical foundation for examining how governance
arrangements mediate territorial transformation.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18157964

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18157964


Sustainability 2026, 18, 7964 4 of 21

2.2. Multi-Level Cross-Border Governance and Territorial Sustainability

Within the study of borders, this section focuses specifically on cross-border coopera-
tion and its implications for territorial governance. It encompasses organised actions by
subnational actors across borders, including planning, negotiation, and project implemen-
tation, sometimes extending responsibilities traditionally held by national authorities.

Cross-border cooperation can be defined as “any kind of concerted action between
the public institutions of two (or more) neighboring states, implemented in zones or
territories located on either side of a border, with the aim of strengthening neighborly
relations between these states and their respective local authorities, by using all available
means of cooperation” [16]. This definition highlights both the institutional and functional
dimensions of cooperation and underlines its role as a framework for collaboration among
subnational actors.

In practice, cross-border cooperation creates spaces where local and regional actors
develop decision-making tools, negotiation forums, and agreements, while remaining
embedded in national and European legal frameworks. This phenomenon can be described
as “small foreign policy”: a form of territorial diplomacy in which subnational actors
engage in external relations without challenging national sovereignty [17]. Such local
diplomacy allows for subnational authorities to exercise operational and strategic authority
over cross-border initiatives, reshaping borders institutionally rather than physically [18].

The emergence of this governance reflects the growing autonomy and capacity of local
actors to manage cooperation projects [19]. While operating under national and EU frame-
works, their authority is no longer purely delegated: they coordinate activities, allocate
resources, and negotiate with partners, often acting as primary interlocutors of European
institutions such as the European Commission. Traditional diplomatic actors are often
limited to monitoring, oversight, and formal recognition rather than direct management of
daily operations [17,20,21].

This redistribution of authority has several implications. First, it produces governance
arrangements where decision-making responsibilities are shared across levels, blending
functional and institutional territories [12,22,23]. Second, it supports more continuous and
operationally grounded interactions among actors, enabling sustained projects, networks,
and shared practices [24,25]. Third, it shows how local and regional authorities can foster
cooperation initiatives that strengthen cross-border integration while remaining aligned
with national policies [26,27].

Overall, cross-border cooperation generates a form of governance that is simulta-
neously local, transnational, and embedded in national legal frameworks. It illustrates
how territorial actors exercise influence, develop new negotiation practices, and manage
multi-level responsibilities in concrete ways, offering a clear example of Wassenberg’s small
foreign policy. Such configurations resonate with analyses emphasising the importance
of cross-border actor networks and the relational dimension of territorial cooperation,
where repeated interactions contribute to stabilising shared practices and governance
routines [28].

In addition to its relevance for territorial studies, this research contributes to current
debates on sustainability by examining how cross-border cooperation supports climate
adaptation, biodiversity protection, and more resilient forms of resource management in
mountain regions. The cross-border projects analysed show a significant consideration of
climate and environmental issues, notably through coordinated natural risk management,
the protection of Alpine ecosystems, and the development of shared territorial diagnoses,
in continuity with orientations observed in Alpine cooperation frameworks. These dy-
namics echo analyses of the territorial effects of Interreg programmes, which highlight
their contribution to territorial cohesion and multi-level environmental governance [29].
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They also align with a broader tradition of cross-border environmental governance that
stresses the need to articulate local, regional, and Alpine scales to address ecological dy-
namics that transcend administrative boundaries, as demonstrated by work on the political
construction of mountain regions [30].

Beyond environmental sustainability alone, recent studies emphasise that cross-border
sustainability also encompasses economic and social dimensions, particularly in mountain
regions where tourism transitions, soft mobility, and green tourism niches play a structuring
role. Evidence from other European borderlands shows that cross-border projects can foster
forms of green and soft tourism, enhance the social acceptability of ecological transitions,
and support more resilient economic models [31]. These findings resonate with OECD
analyses identifying cross-border regions as strategic spaces for experimenting with climate
resilience strategies, sustainable resource management, and economic diversification [32].

A broader comparative perspective also shows that the environmental orientations
observed in the Alpine region are consistent with wider patterns of transboundary environ-
mental governance. Studies of cross-border cooperation highlight that shared ecological
systems often encourage the development of joint monitoring tools, harmonised environ-
mental indicators, and coordinated management practices, mechanisms that strengthen
multi-level environmental governance and reduce regulatory fragmentation across bor-
ders [4]. Similar dynamics have been documented in cross-border tourism initiatives,
where cooperation has supported soft mobility, ecosystem conservation, and low-impact
tourism models, as illustrated by projects linking Kaliningrad, Lithuania, and Poland [5].
Beyond Europe, research on the US–Canada border, particularly in shared basins such
as the Great Lakes, shows how transboundary institutions can facilitate the alignment of
environmental objectives and the co-production of climate adaptation strategies [6]. These
examples demonstrate that such mechanisms are not specific to the Alpine context but
reflect broader tendencies observed across diverse border regions.

2.3. A Focus on European Cross-Border Cooperation

In Europe, the development of cross-border cooperation is closely tied to that of the
European Union, insofar as both pursue a common objective: the “reconciliation of border
populations” [33,34].

Cross-border cooperation emerged in Europe as early as the late 1950s, through
informal collaborations or legal frameworks based on private law, particularly associations
governed by private law [35]. At that time, local authorities lacked public instruments
within the realm of foreign policy (such as commissions, agreements, or treaties). Over
the course of two decades, such initiatives gained momentum and expanded to several
countries. It was not until the late 1970s that the European Community, aware of the
absence of adequate legal frameworks and instruments to structure cross-border relations,
decided to intervene in this field. However, its involvement focused primarily on regions,
considered more as spatial units than as full-fledged actors, which it sought to support
economically in order to reduce regional disparities [36]. This led to the creation of the
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) in 1975, initially conceived as an instrument
intended for Member States, which retained full control over the redistribution of funds to
their respective local authorities.

At the same time, the Council of Europe drafted the European Outline Convention
on Transfrontier Cooperation between Territorial Communities or Authorities, commonly
referred to as the Madrid Convention. Signed in 1980 and entering into force in 1981, this
convention aimed to establish a reference legal framework for cross-border cooperation in
Europe, particularly in the areas of regional, urban, and rural development, environmental
protection, infrastructure improvement, and emergency response to natural or human-
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made disasters. The treaty does not seek to alter the domestic legal orders of signatory
states and, as such, contains no directly operational provisions. Rather, it offers a set of legal,
political, and administrative tools to facilitate cooperation, presented in the form of annexed
models and templates. These consist mostly of agreements, statutes, and contracts intended
to structure information exchanges or the sharing of good practices, but also more integrated
commitments. The sole legal obligation imposed on the signatory states is to facilitate
cross-border cooperation between territorial authorities and to promote the conclusion
of agreements deemed necessary to that end. The framework also provides an official
definition of cross-border cooperation as “any concerted action intended to strengthen and
develop neighbourly relations between territorial communities or authorities of two or
more Contracting Parties, including the conclusion of agreements and arrangements as
may be necessary for this purpose.” France signed the convention in 1984, followed by Italy
in 1985.

An additional protocol, drafted and adopted in 1995 by the Council of Europe, supple-
ments the convention by recognising the right of local authorities to conclude cross-border
cooperation agreements and to establish cross-border cooperation bodies, which may, if
necessary, be granted legal personality [37].

A third additional protocol, introduced in November 2009, seeks to establish a common
legal instrument for cooperation: the Euroregional Cooperation Grouping (ECG). This
new tool complements the European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC), created
earlier in 2006 by the European Union, of which it is the functional equivalent. The EGTC
enables local and regional authorities to establish a legal entity for their cooperation projects,
without requiring an intergovernmental treaty.

To provide tangible support for the implementation of cross-border cooperation,
the European Commission launched the Interreg programme in 1990, financed by the
ERDF. This initiative aims to directly involve territorial authorities in the implementation
of European regional policy and is structured around three cooperation strands: cross-
border cooperation (Interreg A), transnational cooperation (Interreg B), and interregional
cooperation (Interreg C).

The first strand, Interreg A, serves as the main operational framework for cross-border
cooperation. The European Union covers up to 50% of the total cost of the projects, with
the remainder funded by the regional partners. Although programming is negotiated with
Member States, territorial authorities exercise operational responsibility on the ground,
creating arenas in which local governance practices take shape [9]. This observation aligns
with recent evaluations of Interreg programmes, which underline their contribution to
territorial cohesion, institutional learning and the consolidation of multi-level governance
structures across European border regions [29].

2.4. The Case of Italian–French Cross-Border Cooperation Programmes for Urban–Mountain Territories

The Franco-Italian border, mainly Alpine with a short maritime section, presents a
complex physical and functional landscape shaping cooperation. Deep valleys, mountain
passes, and transit corridors create functional continuities across administrative boundaries.
These geographic and infrastructural features impose constraints on access, planning, and
service provision, requiring multi-level governance in which local and regional actors
coordinate within national and European frameworks. Specific instruments were designed
to address these configurations.

In Italy, extensive decentralisation has granted regions legislative powers, including
the management of national funds for cross-border programmes [38]. Regions thus have
specific budget lines and act as the main interlocutors with European institutions, particu-
larly the European Commission. In France, decentralisation is more limited, but the Law
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of December 5, 2011 (Letchimy Law) recognises local authorities’ right to participate in
international negotiations under alignment with national foreign policy.

These arrangements enable Italian regions and French departmental councils to exer-
cise significant operational authority in cross-border cooperation. Decision-making forums,
negotiations, and coordination mechanisms increasingly occur at the subnational level,
reflecting Birte Wassenberg’s concept of “small foreign policy”: local actors engage in forms
of external action while operating within national and EU frameworks. This transforms the
border not physically but institutionally, as local authorities manage cross-border projects
outside the traditional scope of national foreign affairs.

Among the instruments supporting this governance, Interreg has played a central role.
It has not only financed cooperation but also stabilised it institutionally, evolving from
dispersed, sectoral actions to a more integrated territorial approach. In the Franco-Italian
area, ALCOTRA (Alpi Latine Cooperazione Transfrontaliera) has become the main vehicle
for cooperation, supporting nearly six hundred projects since 1990, including around 190 in
the 2014–2020 cycle, and continuing into the 2021–2027 programming period with projects
such as A-MONT. Interreg acts as a bridge between cohesion policy and interregional
dynamics, consolidating actor networks through repeated administrative and personal
contacts, and providing many territories with a key entry point into EU funding mecha-
nisms and the technical culture of cross-border work [39]. These findings are consistent
with research showing that cross-border cooperation often relies on dense interpersonal
and organisational networks, which play a decisive role in sustaining coordination beyond
formal structures [28]. These effects have professionalised cooperation which is anchored
into the long term, despite persistent asymmetries between partners [40]. Similar patterns
have been identified in broader assessments of cross-border programmes, which show
that Interreg initiatives tend to reinforce existing territorial capacities while progressively
fostering more integrated governance arrangements [29].

Within ALCOTRA, the Integrated Territorial Plans (PITER) illustrate a shift toward
linking strategic reflection with operational project-making. Each PITER combines a shared
strategy, a coordination and communication project (PCC), and several thematic projects.
Their dual purpose is to enhance the effectiveness of interventions and to build a more
durable form of cross-border governance not tied to a single programming period. Strate-
gies draw on a common territorial diagnosis and address innovative themes, risk preven-
tion, natural heritage, sustainable tourism, digital health, mobility, bilingualism, or smart
villages [41], while integrating ALCOTRA’s environmental and climate priorities. These
strategies rely on a shared territorial diagnosis that synthesises a common understanding of
challenges, vulnerabilities, and priorities across the border. By grounding strategic choices
in jointly produced knowledge, they help align territorial representations among local and
supra-local actors and reduce information asymmetries, thereby reinforcing the coherence
and legitimacy of cross-border action.

Six PITERs have been approved in the current cycle, including three covering the area
studied (HV2030, Graies ClimaLab, Parcours+), demonstrating the ambition to connect
diagnosis, action, and long-term institutionalisation. HV2030 focuses on strengthening
territorial cohesion in the high valleys through coordinated actions on mobility, risk man-
agement, and sustainable tourism. Graies ClimaLab develops cross-border strategies for
climate adaptation, natural risk prevention, and ecosystem management, building on
shared environmental vulnerabilities. Parcours+ promotes integrated development be-
tween urban and mountain areas by supporting soft mobility, cultural cooperation, and
innovative services for residents and visitors.

Beyond financial tools, organisational and political structures also shape cooperation.
The Mont Blanc Area (Espace Mont Blanc) and the Conference of High Valleys provide
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platforms for multi-actor dialogue and project coordination. Established in the early 1990s
over a 3500 km2 shared massif, the Mont Blanc Area was conceived as an alternative to an
international park, aiming to restore local capacity for development and environmental
protection while balancing tourism pressures [42]. Over time, this governance architecture,
sometimes described as a territorial laboratory [43], has introduced shared diagnostics,
coordinated projects, and multi-level dialogue on risk management, mobility, and tourism
diversification. The Conference of High Valleys, formalised in 2007, complements these ef-
forts by providing a political and technical space to support joint initiatives and accompany
PITER implementation (notably HV2030).

From a legal standpoint, the European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC),
created in 2006, offer a pathway to deeper institutionalisation, granting cross-border part-
nerships legal personality, budgetary capacity, and governance bodies. While 85 active
EGTCs have expanded across Europe [44], their presence along the Franco-Italian bor-
der remains limited, with the Alpi Marittime–Mercantour EGTC focused on natural park
cooperation being the most notable case.

Other platforms, such as the Franco-Italian Alpine Conference (CAFI) and the Alpes-
Méditerranée Euroregion, provide additional coordination spaces at broader scales. Al-
though their resources and visibility have fluctuated, they contribute to shaping shared
agendas and giving political visibility to cross-border issues [20].

The Quirinal Treaty (signed in 2021 and implemented from 2023) represents an evo-
lution in bilateral governance. By recognising the border as a shared strategic space and
establishing a Cross-Border Committee (Article 10) including ministers, parliamentarians,
local authorities, and operational actors, the treaty formalises new modalities of cooperation.
In the short term, it strengthens institutional coordination and technical exchanges through
multi-annual roadmaps; in the medium term, it helps identify and remove practical ob-
stacles (mobility, public services, risk management, biodiversity protection) and enhances
the capacity to implement structural projects. Overall, the Quirinal Treaty reinforces the
stability, continuity, and political visibility of cross-border initiatives, enhancing their po-
tential territorial impact. This interpretation is consistent with recent work emphasising
that cross-border regions evolve through iterative processes of interaction, learning, and
network-building rather than through the creation of new institutional entities [14,28].

Taken together, the Franco-Italian border now operates through a dense and comple-
mentary set of instruments: financial mechanisms (Interreg/ALCOTRA), strategic frame-
works (PITER), territorial and sectoral governance structures (Mont Blanc Area, Conference
of High Valleys), legal tools (EGTC), and strengthened bilateral frameworks (Quirinal
Treaty). Their combined effect illustrates how local and regional actors exercise operational
autonomy while remaining embedded in national frameworks, shaping a coherent, though
necessarily plural, architecture of cross-border cooperation.

3. Material and Methods
3.1. The Study Area

This article deals with cross-border cooperation and territorial dynamics, examining
the territorial setting that brings together the Department of Savoie, the Aosta Valley Region,
and the Metropolitan City of Turin within the Piedmont Region. This area represents a
part of the urban–mountain Franco-Italian border and maintains historical or cultural links
across it. The main administrative centres are Chambéry, Aosta, and Turin, reflecting their
structuring role within the regional systems. The resulting area covers roughly 16,000 km2,
including the entire Department of Savoie, the whole Aosta Valley Region, and the full
extent of the Città Metropolitana of Turin. The spatial distribution of the study area is
illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Study area covering the Department of Savoie, the Aosta Valley Region, and the Metropoli-
tan City of Turin along the French–Italian Alpine border.

On the French side, Savoie covers 6028 km2 and has around 440,000 inhabitants. It is
structured around three major districts: Chambéry (main urban and administrative centre),
Albertville (second-largest town and gateway to the Tarentaise valley, highly specialised
in winter tourism), and Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne (Maurienne Valley, a major Alpine cor-
ridor hosting the motorway and railway of the Lyon–Turin connection). Once strongly
industrialised, the Maurienne is now undergoing economic and territorial adjustment, with
mountain tourism gaining importance. Demographic ageing is particularly pronounced in
this valley, accentuating structural fragilities. Overall, Savoie is predominantly mountain-
ous, with nearly 90% of its territory located in mountain areas.

The Aosta Valley covers 3260 km2 and has approximately 125,000 inhabitants. Entirely
mountainous, it benefits from autonomous status and extended powers in water manage-
ment, hydroelectric energy, agriculture, and natural resource planning. Its economy is
largely based on tourism, complemented by agriculture and pastoralism. The region corre-
sponds to the upper basin of the Dora Baltea and connects to Savoie via the Little St Bernard
Pass and the Mont Blanc massif, and to Piedmont through the A5 motorway and railway,
as well as to France via the Mont Blanc Tunnel between Courmayeur and Chamonix.

In Piedmont, only the territory of the Città Metropolitana di Torino was included as
part of the urban–mountain territories. The Città Metropolitana di Torino covers 6827 km2

and includes around 2.2 million inhabitants. It combines a major metropolitan core (Turin)
with extensive mountainous hinterlands. The mountain areas form two main ensembles,
namely the Canavese and Eporediese to the north, stretching towards the Aosta Valley
along the A5 corridor, and the Susa Valley to the west, the largest and most populated valley
in Piedmont. The Susa Valley presents a diverse territorial structure, with industrial and
urbanised areas under Turin’s influence at its entrance, ski resorts and agricultural/pastoral
activities in its upper part, and a historical role as a passage towards France through the
Fréjus road tunnel, the historical rail line, and the Lyon–Turin high-speed rail project.

Historically, Savoie, the Aosta Valley, and Piedmont belonged to the same political
entity (the Duchy of Savoy, later the States of Savoy) from 1416 until 1860. Chambéry
served as the capital until 1563, when it moved to Turin. This long-standing political unity
ended in 1860, when the Savoy territories were ceded to France following the plebiscite
accompanying Italian unification. For over four centuries, these territories shared a common
territorial organisation, structured around châtellenies. Linguistically, while Latin remained
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the official language until the fifteenth century, French then became the administrative
language in Savoie and the Aosta Valley, while Italian took this role in Piedmont [45].
Local populations nevertheless shared a common dialect continuum: Francoprovençal,
with numerous local variations. The Aosta Valley still maintains an institutional bilingual
framework (French and Italian), although the social use of French has declined in favour of
Italian, remaining mostly within institutional and cultural domains [46].

Beyond its empirical relevance, the selected portion of the French–Italian Alpine
border can be interpreted as a paradigmatic configuration for understanding cross-border
dynamics in mountain regions. Its long standing historical ties, cultural continuities, and
deeply interdependent environmental systems mirror conditions found across many Alpine
borderlands [2]. At the same time, its position along major transnational corridors places
local communities within a necessarily trans scalar framework, where everyday practices
intersect with national and European governance arrangements [47,48]. This combination
of rooted territorial specificities and strategic connectivity makes the area a particularly
insightful lens through which broader Alpine cross-border processes can be observed.

3.2. Methodological Approach and the A-MONT Action–Research Framework

The empirical analysis developed in this article builds on the methodological frame-
work elaborated within the A-MONT project (Accord-cadre transfrontalier sur la mon-
tagne/Accordo Quadro Transfrontaliero Montano), an Interreg ALCOTRA 2021–2027
initiative conducted by French (Département de Savoie) and Italian (Aosta Valley and Pied-
mont) partners. A-MONT constitutes the primary action–research setting from which the
methodological tools used in this study were derived. The project focuses on the territories
analysed in this article and aims to “strengthen the institutional capacity of the bodies
involved and to lay the foundations for coordinated and lasting governance, with particular
attention to the cross-border area” [49]. Through an action–research approach, it examines
mobility patterns, socio-economic dynamics, and environmental heritage, identifying both
opportunities and limitations in the operationalisation of cross-border governance. These
analytical tools (territorial diagnosis, actor mapping, and governance assessment) provided
the methodological basis for the broader empirical work conducted in this research.

Building on this foundation and integrating additional research–action activities, the
empirical analysis focuses on the territorial capabilities that enable cross-border relations,
the strengths and weaknesses emerging during their construction, and the key issues
shared by local and supra-local actors. The analysis is articulated in four complementary
components (Figure 2).

• Quantitative analysis of the Italy–France Interreg ALCOTRA programme for the
2014–2020 and 2021–2027 periods, taking into account that the latter is still ongoing.
This analysis was divided into two parts: the first examined the territorial distribu-
tion and type of partners able to engage in joint projects; the second assessed the
distribution of projects by thematic sector, including environment, education and
culture, research and innovation, public services, climate change, and territorial and
administrative governance.

• Qualitative analysis based on collection data aimed to identify critical issues and
potential opportunities in cross-border governance. Qualitative analyses have been
carried out on the following: a. reading reports and articles that refer to the studied
territory; b. participation in local and cross-border workshops or events that gave the
possibility of deepening different aspects: the challenges of inter-institutional coordi-
nation, the operational capacity of local actors, the spontaneous creation of informal
networks, and perceptions of the border as both a constraint and an opportunity for
cooperation. These materials were coded through an iterative thematic procedure and
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systematically compared with quantitative patterns to ensure consistency between
observed territorial trends and actors’ interpretations.

• Project analysis referred to more recent PITER projects that elaborate on the study area,
focusing on four aspects: general objectives, specific actions, strengths of the cross-
border approach, and weaknesses of the cross-border approach. These projects were
analysed through the lens of how they conceptualise the border, articulate a shared
territorial diagnosis, and structure governance arrangements accordingly. Analysis of
the PITER projects regards the PITER+ PARCOURS+ that started in 2024, the PITER+
Graies ClimaLab that started in 2024, and the PITER+ Hautes Vallées 2030 that started
in 2014.

• Critical examination of the concept of cross-border cooperation in the institutional
plan. Referring to the institutional territorial planning of Italian and French contexts,
in the various plans corresponding to specific levels of territorial government, the idea
of implementing cross-border cooperation and the ways in which it is grounded in the
institutional addresses have been highlighted.

• The following diagram synthesises the methodological approach adopted in this analysis.

Figure 2. Methodological approach of the study.

While the quantitative analysis provides essential macro-level insights into project
distribution, thematic orientations, and territorial clustering, such data necessarily capture
only surface dynamics. To understand the structural factors underpinning these patterns,
a qualitative approach was required. The qualitative analysis was based on systematic
data collection, including the review of reports and academic literature related to the
study area, as well as participation in local and cross-border workshops and events. These
activities made it possible to deepen several key dimensions of cross-border cooperation:
the role of actors, the interplay between formal and informal relations, the modalities of
connection, and the sedimentation of past exchanges, ideas, and practices. These elements
(what Raffestin describes as the “deposits” and “traces” of territorial interactions) cannot
be grasped through statistical indicators alone, yet they are crucial for interpreting the
quantitative patterns observed [50]. The quantitative analysis constituted the first level of
investigation and provided a broad structural overview of cross-border dynamics, allowing
us to identify key variables and territorial patterns. Building on this initial layer, the
qualitative component functioned as an analytical “core sample”, developed through face-
to-face exchanges with practitioners, participatory workshops, and collective storytelling
activities. The articulation between these two levels can be understood as a telescopic
perspective, moving from macro-level territorial structures to micro-level cooperation
practices. This multi-scalar approach facilitated the triangulation of quantitative indicators,
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coded qualitative material, and narrative accounts, thereby strengthening the robustness of
the findings.

Before presenting the detailed findings, it is important to note that the analysis was
conducted from three complementary perspectives: the territorial distribution of projects,
their thematic distribution, and the identification of agglomeration or territorial clusters.
These three analytical lenses make it possible to capture not only the spatial patterns of
cross-border cooperation but also the functional orientations and the territorial logics that
underpin the structuring of cross-border relations.

4. Results
4.1. Implementation of Cross-Border Cooperation in the Study Area

To assess the territorial anchoring of cross-border cooperation, the spatial distribution
of ALCOTRA projects across the study area was first examined, as illustrated in Figure 3.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 3. Project distribution by thematic sector within the ALCOTRA programme: (a) 2014–2020;
(b) 2021–2027.

Focusing the analysis on ALCOTRA projects provides us with a map of territorial
distribution: the results highlight a marked concentration in the three main cities of the
relevant territorial entities: Chambéry (26 projects in 2014–2020), Aosta (41), and Turin (91).
This pattern continues in the 2021–2027 programming period, although the numbers are
lower due to the programme still being in progress (13 for Chambéry, 17 for Aosta, and 42
for Turin).

This concentration reflects a centre–periphery structure consistent with processes of
metropolisation, a pattern frequently observed in Alpine Mountain regions [51]. Large
urban centres concentrate administrative expertise, financial engineering capacities, and
institutional networks that facilitate access to European funding [52]. Participation in
European projects requires specialised governance capacities, cross-border relational capital,
and co-financing abilities [53,54]. Peripheral municipalities enter into the influence systems
of these central cities (in terms of flows, services, and networks), which explains their
relative presence in the projects [52]. These structural advantages account for the recurrence
of the same municipalities from one programming period to another.

Border areas follow differentiated trajectories. While some municipalities in the Aosta
Valley were heavily involved in 2014–2020 but less so in 2021–2027, the Susa Valley and
Haute Maurienne see increased participation in the current cycle. In these territories, the
border functions as a strategic resource [55,56]. Cross-border cooperation can compensate
for a peripheral position within national systems while enhancing the benefits of geograph-
ical proximity. The dynamics observed in 2021–2027 may also relate to major infrastructure
projects (notably the Lyon–Turin rail link) and to the consolidation of integrated territorial
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initiatives (PITER, particularly present in A-MONT within the Susa Valley in Italy and the
Maurienne Valley in France).

Beyond this structural effect, the spatial patterns also reveal a strong “path depen-
dency” dynamic: municipalities already engaged in 2014–2020 tend to remain active in
2021–2027. This persistence suggests that cross-border cooperation operates as a cumulative
process, shaped by administrative learning, repeated interactions, and the stabilisation of
interpersonal and organisational ties, as highlighted by Walther and Scott. In this sense,
ALCOTRA appears to reinforce existing cooperation networks rather than generate entirely
new ones.

To visualise these agglomeration effects, Figure 4a and Figure 4b present the mapping
of territorial project nodes for the ALCOTRA programme in the 2014–2020 and 2021–2027
periods, respectively.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 4. Territorial clusters within the ALCOTRA programme: (a) 2014–2020; (b) 2021–2027.

The size of the circles is proportional to the number of projects. These maps confirm the
concentration dynamics described above and facilitate the identification of territorial sys-
tems, whether structured around dominant urban centres or functional territorial units [57].
Finally, the latest clusters highlighted on these maps are the valley areas. This confirms the
relevance of valleys as fundamental functional units in mountainous regions, structuring
flows of employment, mobility, infrastructure, and services [58]. On the French side, this
organisation often reflects inter-municipal structures; in the Aosta Valley, it corresponds
to municipal aggregations at the valley level. In this sense, cooperation dynamics reflect
pre-existing territorial morphologies rather than producing entirely new configurations.

The emergence of these valley-based clusters reinforces the idea that cross-border
cooperation is most effective when it builds on existing socio-spatial structures. Rather than
creating new territorial configurations, ALCOTRA tends to strengthen functional units that
already organise daily life, mobility, and governance practices.

4.2. Territorial Projects in the Study Area and the Importance of Being Cross-Border

Territorial projects were classified by thematic categories to identify the functional
orientation of cross-border cooperation. This classification allows for analysis of the territo-
rial functions reinforced by EU-funded initiatives [55,59]. Thematic orientation contributes
to identity-building processes. Spatial practices shape collective representations; sectoral
priorities thus influence the way territories define themselves and are perceived [60].
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Figure 5 shows a clear evolution in thematic priorities between the two programming
periods. While 2014–2020 emphasised education, culture, research, and environmental risk
management, the 2021–2027 period displays a stronger focus on climate change adaptation,
environmental protection, and territorial governance. This shift reflects the EU’s reinforced
climate agenda and the growing urgency of environmental challenges in Alpine regions.
It also indicates a maturation of cross-border cooperation, moving from sectoral projects
toward more integrated governance-oriented interventions.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 5. Project distribution by thematic sector within (a) the ALCOTRA 2014–2020 program; (b) the
ALCOTRA 2021–2027 program.

Regional variations further nuance this picture. Piedmont shows a balanced thematic
distribution, consistent with its administrative capacity and diversified territorial needs.
The Aosta Valley prioritises education/culture and climate change, reflecting its tourism-
based economy and environmental vulnerabilities. Savoie maintains a strong focus on
public services and governance, aligned with its inter-municipal structures. These thematic
orientations contribute to identity-building processes, shaping how territories perceive
themselves and how they position their cross-border action [56].

Finally, the analysis focused on Integrated Territorial Plans of the 2021–2027 Interreg
ALCOTRA programme (PITER+) Hautes Vallées 2030, Graies ClimaLab+, and Parcours+,
which carried out the complex variable geometry of cross-border relations. The specific
study of PITER is justified by their place within the broader evolution of cohesion policy
towards an integrated territorial approach. At the European level, PITER correspond to
Integrated Territorial Investments (ITIs), formalised under Regulation (EU) 2021/1060
(Common Provisions Regulation) for the 2021–2027 period [61]. This instrument aligns
with the place-based approach in cohesion policy as advocated in the broader debate on
place-based regional development [47,62], emphasising adaptation to local specificities
through coordinated territorial strategies and strengthened local governance ITIs that
aim to ensure coherent implementation of multiple interventions within a single strategic
framework [63,64].

The three PITER+ strategies were thus analysed through the lens of their treatment of
the cross-border issue: how they conceptualise the border, articulate a shared diagnosis of
their relationship to it, and structure governance arrangements accordingly. The compara-
tive analysis of the three PITER+ strategies implemented in the study area is summarised
in Table 1.
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Table 1. Comparative analysis of the cross-border dimension of PITER+ strategies (Parcours+, Graies
ClimaLab+, Hautes Vallées 2030) under the Interreg ALCOTRA 2021–2027 programme.

PITER Name General Objective Specific Actions Strengths of the Cross-Border
Approach

Weaknesses of the Cross-Border
Approach

PITER+ Parcours+

Strengthening a cross-border
community capable of
collectively adapting to

territorial mutations and to the
social, economic, and

environmental
transformations affecting the

mountain region.

Developing shared
socio-economic and
cultural dynamics.

The successful implementation of
journalistic residencies in schools,
providing an innovative way to

engage young people in
cross-border issues and offering
strong development potential.

Significant social, economic, and
cultural diversity within the

communities of each Mont Blanc
country, making it difficult to define

common objectives for
future development.

Involving young people and
residents in cross-border

territorial challenges.

The existence of a cross-border
network of heritage-interpretation

professionals, acting as
ambassadors of cultural values and
major future challenges (including

climate change), and enabling
innovative forms of
cultural mediation.

Complexity and long duration of
cross-border projects, which may

limit the visibility of partners’
efforts and investments.

Reinforcing territorial
resilience in the face of new

environmental and
ecological conditions.

The structuring role of the French
language, which remains a key

instrument of cooperation across
the three national contexts.

Fragmentation of administrative
competences, complicating the

establishment of partnerships able
to work swiftly across borders.

Mapping existing data and
producing missing datasets at

the cross-border scale.

PITER+ Graies
ClimaLab

Reducing the vulnerability of
natural resources and

socio-economic systems while
enhancing the ability of the

cross-border territory to
engage in a transition pathway

adapted to the impacts of
climate change.

Implementing
awareness-raising,

knowledge-building,
information, and
training activities.

Consolidation and development of
cross-border cooperation between
public and private actors through
better alignment of strategies and
combined use of different sources

of funding (regional,
national, European).

The fragile unity of the GraiesLab
territory, marked by the geographic
dispersion of partners, the absence
of direct territorial continuity and

limited transport connections,
which restrict the creation of

operational linkages and
concrete synergies.

Carrying out pilot actions
across the

cross-border territory.

Growing willingness among
economic operators to work in

networks and system-based logics,
aiming to maximise both direct and

indirect impacts at a local scale.

Partnership dynamics still rely
predominantly on historically
established bilateral relations

(Savoie–Piedmont/Piedmont–
Aosta Valley), while fully

transversal connections among all
programme partners remain
relatively recent and not yet

fully stabilised.
Strengthening shared

planning and
regulatory instruments.

PITER+ Hautes
Vallées 2030

Contributing to the
consolidation of the use and

recognition of the Upper
Valleys territory as a

transboundary and mountain
living area, by activating
enabling conditions for

innovation and resilience in
the environmental, economic,

and social domains.

Strengthening a shared sense
of belonging beyond the

border through identifiable
cross-border services of

general interest.

Cross-border and interregional
mountain territory displaying
notable similarities in terms of
population and mobility flows,
largely driven by its central and
strategic Alpine location, well
connected and close to major

Alpine metropolitan areas (within
two hours of Lyon, Turin, Geneva,
Grenoble, Chambéry and Gap) as
well as coastal areas, and situated

along major transnational,
European, and

interregional corridors.

Risk of being reduced to a transit
cross-border territory, rather than a
fully integrated functional space.

Anticipating and mitigating
climate change impacts to
enhance socio-economic

resilience, based on innovation
and experimentation.

Existing and significant
cross-border population flows,

reflecting established patterns of
mobility and interaction.

Risk of over-concentration of
resources and efforts on

tourism-related cooperation, given
its existing maturity, potentially to

the detriment of other locally
embedded and structurally

integrative needs.

Preserving and enhancing
common natural and cultural

heritage as a foundation of
cross-border

mountain identity.

Shared historical background and
more than 25 years of experience in

cross-border cooperation and
governance, notably through the

institutionalisation of cooperation
frameworks (creation of the

Conference of the High Valleys in
2000, reinforced in 2007).

Institutional fragility linked to
frequent administrative and

political reorganisations, amplified
by the cross-border nature of the
territory and its inclusion within

multiple French and Italian regions,
weakening governance stability

and the continuity of cooperation.

Developing multimodal,
low-carbon cross-border

mobility solutions for
residents and tourists.

A territory embedded within
internationally recognised tourist

destinations, already
demonstrating strong performance

and experience in Alpine
cross-border tourism cooperation.
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The comparison reveals that each PITER+ mobilises a distinct territorial rationale and
governance model. Parcours+ frames the border primarily as a cultural and social interface,
mobilising youth engagement, heritage-interpretation networks, and linguistic resources to
strengthen cross-border identity. Its strengths lie in its capacity to activate symbolic and
cultural levers of cooperation, but its weaknesses stem from socio-cultural heterogeneity
and administrative fragmentation, which complicate the emergence of shared long-term
objectives. Graies ClimaLab+ adopts a markedly different approach, conceptualising the
border as an ecological system requiring coordinated adaptation. Its strengths include the
consolidation of cross-border cooperation between public and private actors, the alignment
of strategies, and the mobilisation of multiple funding sources. However, its territorial
discontinuity, limited transport connections, and reliance on historically bilateral relations
(Savoie–Piedmont, Piedmont–Aosta Valley) hinder the emergence of fully transversal gov-
ernance structures. Hautes Vallées 2030, in contrast, builds on a long-standing history
of cooperation and shared mobility flows, framing the border as a functional living area.
Its strengths include strong demographic and mobility interdependencies, a consolidated
institutional framework (notably the Conference of the High Valleys), and a strategic Alpine
position connected to major metropolitan areas. However, this PITER+ also faces structural
vulnerabilities: the risk of being reduced to a transit corridor, the over-concentration of
cooperation efforts on tourism, and institutional fragilities linked to frequent administra-
tive reorganisations.

Taken together, these results show that the three PITER+ strategies do not simply
differ in thematic focus but embody distinct territorial logics, governance architectures, and
cross-border imaginaries. They illustrate how cross-border cooperation is shaped by the
interplay between functional geographies, institutional histories, and socio-cultural config-
urations, confirming the multi-dimensional nature of cross-border governance highlighted
in the literature.

5. Conclusions
5.1. Toward the Concept of Transfrontierisation

The results provide an empirical perspective on the construction of actorial relations
and innovative and unexpected territorial (re)configurations enabled and brought out
by cross-border cooperation. The activities and the approach carried out in cooperation
projects allow us to assess how the border is perceived and mobilised by actors: in some
cases, it serves as an operational coordination space to support institutional policies and
interests [65,66], while in others, it functions as the “laboratory” for a shared territorial
project and a place to experiment with integration [67]. The spatial and thematic maps
produced offer insights about the sectors of action considered more important and prac-
ticable inside a cross-border project, underlining the role of the environmental context
(particularly climate change and environmental protection) as a shared heritage on which to
invest in a common territorial vision. The cultural factor supports inter-territorial networks
rooted in collective identities, while innovation and research emerge as crucial elements for
constructing sustainable and efficient territories. In contrast, the lower concentration of
projects in public services highlights the difficulty of producing homogeneous solutions
across the Alpine arc due to national and regional policy constraints.

The idea of transfrontalierity, particularly applied in the PITER+ projects analysed,
allows us to observe empirically how local and supra-local networks contribute to crossing
institutional borders through formal and informal relations, activating territorial clusters
that operate shapes of re-territorialisation and structuring of territorial systems. On this
line, the analysis of the PITER+ provides further insight, showing that the cross-border
dimension is mobilised both as a framework for action and as a vector of shared identity.
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The strengths identified (existing networks, cooperation experience, geographic centrality,
and cross-border flows) demonstrate the territory’s capacity to build structured, common
projects. At the same time, the limitations (partner dispersion, administrative fragmenta-
tion, institutional fragility) highlight the constraints inherent to multi-level governance and
the complexity of cross-border projects. In this case, common natural environments and
rooted history emerge not only as important project sectors but also as “grips” to recognise
a potential collective context in which to act. Discussing these results underscores the
relevance of this approach for the academic field, as it provides concrete evidence of the
territorial and functional effects of cross-border cooperation and clarifies how projects and
planning instruments contribute to new territorial configurations and forms of transbor-
der identity.

In the Alpine context, cross-border cooperation has been interpreted as producing
ambivalent territorial effects, combining processes of de- and re-bordering and generating
both inclusion and exclusion within asymmetric governance arrangements [29,68]. From
this perspective, the notion of transfrontierisation takes shape and refers to the processes
through which a cross-border space moves beyond being merely a functional framework
of cooperation to become a governed, practiced, and symbolically invested territory. In
other words, it describes how cross-border interactions progressively generate their own
territorial consistency, a space shaped by shared practices, representations, and governance
arrangements, without erasing or replacing existing institutional affiliations. In its most
synthetic sense, transfrontierisation can be defined as the combination of formal and
informal governance dynamics based on a common sense of history, transborder and
intergenerational discourses, and the emergence of shared identity, leading to a certain form
of integrated territorial construction, getting over existing institutional delimitation. It is not
referred to as a systematic or homogeneous phenomenon but a variable process of territorial
construction, capable of integrating decision-making centres, everyday practices, cultural
nodes, and collective representations within a single continuum. While the literature on
cross-border integration, functional regions, and the territorialisation of governance has
extensively documented interaction mechanisms and coordination frameworks, the notion
of transfrontierisation proposed here seeks to capture more processual and cumulative
territorial dynamics, in which governance arrangements operated by local communities
and shared territorial referents co-evolve over time [69], without implying full institutional
or functional integration. So, this concept could be considered as an elaboration that,
differently from what is expressed in geopolitical studies in terms of “frontierisation” based
on an idea of hostile border inside migration processes [70,71], reveals a reverse process in
which human–nature interactions together with horizontal actorial relationships dismantled
socio-political barriers in favour of innovative connections in a historical frame and a new
territorial recomposition and centrality. These findings confirm the analytical relevance of
the notion of transfrontierisation, understood as a gradual process combining governance
transformations, everyday practices and policies, and the emergence of shared identity
referents. This concept of transfrontierisation is proposed as a heuristic and analytical tool
derived from this specific empirical context and does not claim immediate generalisation
beyond comparable cross-border governance settings.

5.2. Contributions to Sustainability Transitions and Cross-Border Policy Design

While cross-border projects already demonstrate a strong engagement with environ-
mental and climate issues, the notion of transfrontierisation highlights a deeper and more
structural contribution to sustainability. Rather than producing isolated environmental
benefits, transfrontierisation consolidates these project-based advances into a more sta-
ble territorial framework, where climate adaptation, biodiversity conservation, circular
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economy principles, and socio-economic resilience become shared and co-produced respon-
sibilities. In this sense, it strengthens long-term cooperation routines and the continuity of
practices across the border, thereby transforming punctual environmental actions into an
integrated and durable multi-level governance system.

Beyond this conceptual clarification, the results also contribute to ongoing theoretical
debates on cross-border regionalism. While Perkmann sees cross-border regions as institu-
tionalised spaces structured by stabilised cooperation arrangements, and Scott emphasises
the emergence of soft spaces and rescaled policy arenas, the notion of transfrontierisation
proposed here highlights a more historically rooted, environmentally embedded, and rela-
tional process. It captures the cumulative effects of shared practices, territorial diagnoses,
and cooperation routines that progressively transform territorial reference frameworks
without aiming to create a new regional entity. Similarly, while the concept of small foreign
policy sheds light on the diplomatic agency of subnational actors, recent work insists on
the role of multi-level networks and cross-border interactions in structuring border spaces.
Transfrontierisation brings these strands together by describing a diffuse, multi-scalar, and
practice-based territorial transformation.

Several experiences documented in the Alpine literature illustrate concretely the
mechanisms of transfrontierisation. Work on the Mont Blanc Area shows how the joint
production of environmental diagnoses, coordination of risk-management policies, and
networking of local actors have progressively structured a durable cooperation space be-
yond administrative borders [30]. These dynamics resonate with analyses of how European
border spaces are constructed through relational practices and multi-level networks [14,28].
Similarly, cooperation initiatives in the high Franco-Italian valleys show how the repetition
of projects, circulation of technical knowledge, and stabilisation of shared practices have
contributed to the emergence of common reference frameworks and strengthened the
continuity of cross-border interactions. Comparable mechanisms have been observed in
other mountain borderlands, suggesting that these dynamics are not specific to the Alps
but reflect broader patterns of transfrontierisation in high-relief regions. In the Pyrenees,
long-term cooperation between French and Spanish actors around biodiversity manage-
ment, pastoral mobility, and risk prevention has progressively generated shared territorial
diagnoses and multi-scalar governance arrangements, despite strong administrative asym-
metries [72]. In the Carpathians, cross-border initiatives on protected-area management
and rural development have similarly fostered stable professional networks and common
planning tools, illustrating how repeated interactions and shared environmental chal-
lenges can consolidate cross-border territoriality over time [73]. These examples confirm
that transfrontierisation emerges not from formal institutional reforms alone but from
the cumulative sedimentation of practices, routines, and shared problem framings across
mountain borders.

Finally, the recognition of transfrontierisation carries practical implications for cross-
border policy design. Understanding transfrontierisation as a cumulative and multi-scalar
process can support the development of bottom-up territorial initiatives that rely on flexible
and variable geometry territorial aggregates grounded in socio-cultural and environmental
continuities rather than solely in administrative delineations. Such an approach enables
policymakers to recover the functional and ecological coherence of Alpine borderlands as a
basis for promoting sustainable territorial development, thereby overcoming institutional
discontinuities that often constrain cooperation. From this perspective, the transfrontierisa-
tion framework can inform future Interreg programming by encouraging the alignment
of project logics with shared territorial diagnoses, by strengthening long-term governance
routines, and by supporting coordination mechanisms that reflect the lived geographies
and socio-ecological interdependencies of mountain regions. More broadly, acknowl-
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edging these dynamics can help regional authorities and European institutions design
territorial strategies that reinforce cross-border capabilities, reduce asymmetries, and con-
solidate multi-level governance architectures capable of addressing environmental and
socio-economic challenges that transcend national borders.

By situating these mechanisms within the wider framework of European instruments
(particularly ALCOTRA, PITER+, and the renewed bilateral architecture of the Quirinal
Treaty), this study clarifies the conditions under which cross-border cooperation can move
beyond episodic interaction and support durable forms of territorial construction. It also
opens up avenues for further research, notably on the territorial impacts of cooperation,
comparative analyses with other Alpine or non-Alpine border regions, and the institutional
innovations that may accompany the evolution of European cross-border territories.
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