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The generally limited areal extension of Austrian small and medium sized towns may cause big, sometimes even insoluble difficulties for the communes to provide ample space for their citizens or external investors and new residents. This, however, is one precondition for urban economic growth and the creation of new jobs which, consequently, secures the fiscal incomes necessary for the provision of legally defined or voluntary communal services.

Furthermore the obligation to fulfil the rigid Maastricht criteria for communal households together with new agenda that had to be overtaken for the public has caused tremendous troubles for many small towns and cities. Among them especially those which function as central places suffer from limited possibilities of spatial and economic expansion.

The well known phenomenon of suburbanisation which no longer is predominantly a quantitative areal one but increasingly a qualitative one which draws purchasing power away from the downtown areas.

Until recently this development had mainly affected larger cities in Austria. 

Nowadays it can be observed also with small towns which in some cases do not even reach the 5000 inhabitants limit. Thus to make such places competitive in their struggle for fiscal survival communal and state administration in the Austrian province of Styria had come to the conclusion that the intensive and well organized cooperation between the core cities and their surrounding independent communities would probably be the clearest political reaction to the unsatisfactory spatial structure. An incorporation strategy which, of course, would offer another possible solution is almost impossible to realize in Austria based as well on the federal constitution, historical, and landscape related structures of the country as on the long lasting administrative procedures necessary, not to forget the party-political hindrances.

The idea of a just distribution of financial burdens and yields resulting from economic investments, job creation, communal services, administrative activities, etc. among all communities of the agglomeration is only at its beginning. The problem addressed in this contribution will be discussed on some experiences from the Austrian province of Styria.

