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This paper aims to contribute to the emerging debate of relational urbanisation 
processes, that is, processes within which small places have gained a strong 
position in the systems of global finance, corporate services, or knowledge 
creation. This pattern of urbanisation is considered highly selective and usually 
unfolds only on the grounds of a particular combination of enabling factors, such 
as flows, scale, historical trajectories and peculiar governance conditions. As a 
case in point, we explore the supra-national institute of nuclear research CERN, 
operated by meanwhile 23 European countries and situated on cross-border 
territory belonging to France and Switzerland. The CERN is known as one of 
the top European research clusters, its scientific merits are recognised even by 
a wider public, as it happened there in 1989/90 when Tim Berners Lee invented 
an early version of the standard that would later become the Internet. However, 
little is known about the material appearance of this institution, how its 
infrastructure and built environment are manifested in peri-urban, cross-border 
territory. This applies also to the life-worlds and social composition of the small 
municipalities in the Geneva periphery where CERN-staff (permanent, 
temporary, international) is localised. Based on field exploration on site and a 
systematic assessment of secondary sources, we approach the CERN as a 
dispositif of a research policy that represents an ideal type of relational space: 
one that has emerged on the grounds of rather particular multi-scalar dynamics 
at global, regional and local levels. It brought about a built space whose future 
growth trajectory challenges the local and regional setting in specific ways. 
These challenges will be pertinent in the upcoming process of the extension of 
the particle accelerator. The case exemplifies the tensions that are associated 
with knowledge-based urbanisation, calling for a better adjustment of 
contradicting interests and competing powers. 
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