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Abstract
Following decades of urban decline in many European cities, there is now an abundant
literature identifying a process of reurbanisation, which has now also reached many
secondary cities, including those in post-industrialised regions. Reurbanisation is an
umbrella concept involving several related but distinct processes, though has its roots
in spatial cycle models that consider reurbanisation to be a specific stage in the
development of urban regions. Most of the emerging reurbanisation debate, however,
is primarily concerned with processes in and impacts on the urban core while suburbia
(the ring) is notably absent from much of this discussion. This is all the more surprising
since part and parcel of many definitions of reurbanisation is the relationship between
the core and the ring. This paper seeks to fill this gap, looking at four highly developed
countries in Northwest Europe from a comparative perspective: England, France,
Germany and the Netherlands. Far from being uniform, reurbanisation differs
substantially between the countries in terms of temporal and spatial patterns due to
differences in policy responses in both the urban core and suburbia.
1. Introduction
Following decades of urban decline there is now an abundant literature on
reurbanisation (Cheshire, 2006; Haase et al., 2010; Kabisch & Haase, 2011; Rae, 2013;
Rérat, 2012; Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007). Since the 1990s there has been impressive
progress in urban economic restructuring and neighbourhood renewal across many
European cities (Couch, Sykes, & Börstinghaus, 2011). As a result of changing urban
economic pressures, international advances in urban planning theory and local policy
initiatives, notwithstanding the impact of the post-2008 financial crisis, reurbanisation
has become a significant characteristic of urban development in north-western
Europe. This process has now also reached many secondary cities, including those in
post-industrialised regions, with Liverpool and Leipzig being well-documented
examples (Couch, Fowles, & Karecha, 2009; Kabisch, Haase, & Haase, 2010; Wolff,
Haase, Haase, & Kabisch, 2017).
Reurbanisation is an umbrella concept involving several related but distinct
processes (Bourne, 1996b; Kabisch & Haase, 2011; Rérat, 2012, 2019). In its most basic
form, it refers to the population turnaround of the urban core, a process which started
as early as the 1970s in some cities and has subsequently expanded. Many studies
have highlighted the socio-spatial implications of this process, often through the lens
of gentrification (Colomb, 2007; Lees & Ley, 2008). Others have defined reurbanisation
in relation to population development in the functional urban region, which is
particularly pertinent in Spatial Cycle Models (Parr, 2012; Van den Berg, Drewett,
Klaassen, Rossi, & Vijverberg, 1982). The frequently cited model of Van den Berg et al.
(1982) considers reurbanisation to be a specific stage in the development of cities as

part of a cyclical process, defining it as absolute or relative population centralisation in
the urban core within a context of population decline in the functional urban region. In
the current climate of urban growth in many countries, reurbanisation thus defined is
unlikely to be identified in any large number of cities. Despite substantial criticism that
the model has received (Nyström, 1992; Rérat, 2012), the analytical strength of this
model is its city-regional perspective and thus the consideration of suburbia. Finally,
studies of migration dynamics into cities highlight the variety of forms that
reurbanisation can take in terms of age, ethnicity and household composition (Buzar et
al., 2007; Haase et al., 2010). These contributions are valuable as they highlight the
socio-demographic changes in cities which need to be included in any study of
reurbanisation.
However, it is noticeable that suburbia is often absent from the discussion of
reurbanisation. The majority of more recent studies on reurbanisation tend to focus on
the changes in the urban core, while only a few studies look at functional urban
regions and the ring (Dembski, Schulze Bäing, & Sykes, 2017; Kabisch & Haase, 2011;
Rérat, 2012). This is all the more surprising since a key element of many definitions of
reurbanisation is the relationship between the core and the ring (Kabisch et al., 2010;
Van den Berg et al., 1982). While inner cities have changed dramatically since the
1990s and regained population (Buzar et al., 2007; Haase et al., 2010), this raises the
question of how suburban and peripheral areas are affected by these changes in
population dynamics within urban regions. Already at the height of the population
dispersal in the 1980, John Herington raised concerns about the future of suburbia or
the ‘outer city’ (Herington, 1984). The spatial dynamics and diversity of suburbia have
been highlighted in concepts such as Zwischenstadt, translating as in-between city
(Sieverts, 2003), or post-suburbia (Phelps & Wood, 2011). These studies have
emphasised the increasingly polycentric structure of urban regions and argue that any
dividing line between core and ring or city and suburbia is arbitrary. What constitutes
suburbia is everything but clear (Forsyth, 2012; Harris, 2010). At the same time, the
special position of the urban core has not diminished as is evidenced in the numerous
studies showing the pronounced population dynamics specific to inner-urban areas
(Buzar et al., 2007; Haase et al., 2010). This urges us even more to look more closely at
the processes unfolding in both the core and in the ring.
Furthermore, we are interested in the role of urban policy in shaping
reurbanisation, a point raised already in Van den Berg et al. (1982: 102): “is
reurbanization only possible through intensive action on the part of the local or
regional authorities, or is it a stage ‘naturally’ following that of desuburbanisation?”
Cities have been affected differently by deindustrialisation and suburbanisation,
depending on market conditions and government policies, providing cities with
different bargaining power to devise urban development strategies (Savitch & Kantor,
2002). Comparative research into urban regeneration policies has already highlighted
that timing and policy responses differed between countries (Couch et al., 2011). What
is the role of national and local policy in relation to reurbanisation?
The aim of this paper is to investigate if and how reurbanisation has impacted on
suburbia and the role of policy in this process comparing four highly developed
countries in North West Europe: England, France, Germany and the Netherlands. First,
we establish the major trends of urban development for metropolitan areas in each
country since the 1980s and how national policy influenced these. Has reurbanisation
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taken place and what are its spatial and temporal characteristics? To what extent has
reurbanisation been a national policy priority and has it been successful? Secondly, we
scrutinise the spatial and temporal characteristics of population development in two
metropolitan areas per country under different regional economic contexts and review
the specific metropolitan strategies in addressing urban development challenges in
both the urban core and suburbia. Finally, we reflect on the theoretical debate on
reurbanisation and potential policy implications.
The remainder of the paper discusses the concept of reurbanisation by critically
reviewing the literature on the Spatial Cycle Models and the different demographic
processes in metropolitan areas. In the following section, we present our
methodology, including a critical note on the challenges of comparativism and an
explanation of our research design. The next four sections present the empirical
evidence for each of the four countries and the two metropolitan areas. Subsequently
we compare the phenomenon of reurbanisation and its effects on suburbia both at the
national and the city level. Finally, we draw conclusions about trends, policy directions
and theories in and of metropolitan planning.
2. Reurbanisation, Surburbia and Policy Responses
While there are many facets to reurbanisation, no clear-cut definition yet exists (e.g.
Bourne, 1996b; Buzar, Ogden, & Hall, 2005; Couch & Fowles, 2019; Rérat, 2012). In the
literature we can distinguish two distinct analytical dimensions (Table 1). The first
concerns the geographical scope, which ranges from the most central areas of cities to
the extended functional urban region. Many studies are primarily concerned with the
changes in the core, either defined as the administrative city or the inner urban area,
whereas others take a relational point of view looking at changes within functional
urban regions. The second dimension is whether reurbanisation is primarily regarded
as a quantitative phenomenon or a qualitative one. On the one hand we find studies
concerned with the quantitative changes in the total population and its demographic
composition, while others are interested in the qualitative processes of social,
economic and physical change. Many authors ultimately end up with a mixed approach
(e.g. Bourne, 1996b; Rérat, 2012). Taking the Spatial Cycle Model by Van den Berg et
al. (1982) as starting point, this section reviews the literature on reurbanisation from a
theoretical and a policy angle, focussing particularly on suburbia.
Table 1. Dimensions of reurbanisation
Quantitative Phenomenon

City

Demographic revival,
demographic
turnaround

Spatial Cycle Models

Gentrification;
studentification;
physical and economic
restructuring,
regeneration,
revitalisation

Suburbanisation of
poverty; suburban
densification
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Region

Qualitative Phenomenon

Spatial Cycle Models take up a prominent place in the academic discourse on
reurbanisation, not the least because the research group around Van den Berg was
amongst the first to introduce the concept in the late 1970s (see Klaassen & Paelinck,
1979; Van den Berg et al., 1982). Reurbanisation refers to a distinct phase of urban
development following a sustained period of decline, often seen as the reversal of
suburbanisation. Spatial Cycle Models have in common that they observe population
change in functional urban regions and divide these into an urban core and a suburban
ring, which is to a certain extent dependent on the urban core (Champion, 1986;
Klaassen & Paelinck, 1979; Parr, 2012; Van den Berg et al., 1982). Cities undergo
successive ‘stages of urban development’ that are defined by absolute and relative
processes of inter- and intra-regional centralisation and decentralisation of population
(Table 2), i.e. whether functional urban regions are growing overall and how this
growth is spatially distributed within the functional urban region (Van den Berg et al.,
1982). The first stage of urbanisation is characterised by population centralisation in
the urban core. This is followed by population decentralisation, initially within the
functional urban region (suburbanisation) and subsequently beyond (disurbanisation
or counterurbanisation), resulting in overall population decline. The authors offer a
speculative stage (reurbanisation) in which population starts to recentralise (driven by
public policy or naturally), which ultimately would result in a new period of growth.
Table 2. Stages of Urban Development: Population Change
Stage of Development
I

Urbanisation

II Suburbanisation
III Disurbanisation
IV Reurbanisation
1

Classification Type
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Absolute centralisation
Relative centralisation
Relative decentralisation
Absolute decentralisation
Absolute decentralisation
Relative decentralisation
Relative centralisation
Absolute centralisation

Population Change Characteristics
Core
Ring
FUR1
++
–
+
++
+
+++
Total growth
+
++
+++
–
++
+
––
+
–
––
–
–––
Total decline
–
––
–––
+
––
–

Functional Urban Region

Note:

The + and – signs indicate the strengths of absolute population change.

Source: Adapted from Van den Berg et al., 1982: 36.

Spatial Cycle Models have been with us for a long time and several authors have
provided profound criticism, both methodologically and conceptually (Champion,
1986; Nyström, 1992; Parr, 2012; Rérat, 2012). There is some debate about whether
Spatial Cycle Models constitute a theory, implied by the cyclical nature suggesting a
sequence of events and the existence of common patterns across European cities
(Nyström, 1992; Parr, 2012). In line with others, the Spatial Cycle Model in this paper is
simply used as a ‘framework for reporting statistical areas’ (Champion, 1986, p. 239) in
order to empirically analyse population change within functional urban regions (Parr,
2012). The following points, however, deserve a fuller discussion.
Methodologically, the model relies heavily on the definition of core and ring. Core
and ring are seen as mutually exclusive zones, though the boundary is to some extent
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arbitrary and dependent on the indicator and threshold used as well as the geography
at which data is available. Most applications of Spatial Cycle Models have analysed
population change in absolute terms, but it is also possible to compare relative change
using growth rates (Parr, 2012). The latter implicitly acknowledges and accounts for
the fact that the delineation of core and ring has a direct effect on the total population
size in each and therefore heavily influences the outcomes.
Related to but distinct from this issue is the concern about the coverage of the
analysis, i.e. which areas to include in the analysis of urban development. This relates
first to the definition of what constitutes an urban region and therefore has the
potential to reurbanise. In the study by Van den Berg et al. (1982) the threshold for
functional urban regions is defined as a population of 200,000, whereas a study of
Switzerland includes urban cores with a population of less than 25,000 (Rérat, 2012). It
would be therefore at least theoretically possible that reurbanisation is driven by
small- and medium-sized towns. This ultimately also relates to the question of whether
counter-urbanisation is simply the continued outward movement beyond the confines
of the functional urban region or whether growth is no longer dependent to the urban
core. To answer this question, Champion (1986) suggested adding metropolitan
regions as an additional layer to grasp the extensive commuting links between
adjacent functional urban regions.
Conceptually, Spatial Cycle Models usually focus on a single indicator: population
change. Many studies, however, have pointed out that population change as key
indicator is too narrow to fully grasp the changes of cities (Bourne, 1996b; Buzar et al.,
2007; Rérat, 2012, 2019). Several studies stress the demographically selective nature
of reurbanisation in terms of age structure, ethnicity, and household composition,
which differ in time and place (Buzar et al., 2007; Rérat, 2012, 2019). International
migration, gentrification and studentification have been frequently identified as
processes related to reurbanisation, yet the effects on population change and thus
reurbanisation are far from clear due to the different household composition involved.
For instance, family households tend to contribute to reurbanisation in some cities
while being virtually absent in others (Boterman, Karsten, & Musterd, 2010; Siedentop,
Zakrzewski, & Stroms, 2018). Bourne (1996b) highlights the physical and economic
regeneration of cities as an important aspect of reurbanisation. All of these factors
potentially explain reurbanisation but there is no universal theory of reurbanisation.
What these debates add to the Spatial Cycle Models is a qualitative component of
demographic change that goes beyond a simple growth–decline dichotomy.
Another important criticism that has not yet been addressed but is at the heart of
the subject of the paper relates to the conceptualisation of suburbia – the ring. This
concerns first the centripetal and hierarchical development logic of cities in which the
ring is dependent on the urban core. The second point relates to the implicit
homogeneity of spatial categories, particularly suburbia. Finally, in Spatial Cycle
models reurbanisation implies the end of sprawl (Rérat, 2012). These three
interrelated points will be addressed together by briefly reviewing the changes of cities
and the implications for Spatial Cycle Models.
During much of the second half of the twentieth century, European cities
experienced suburbanisation, defined as the “combination of non-central population
and economic growth with urban spatial expansion” (Ekers, Hamel, & Keil, 2012: 407)
(Couch, Leontidou, & Petschel-Held, 2007; Hesse & Siedentop, 2018). Within this
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context, it is probably more appropriate to speak of a suburban – as opposed to an
urban – age Keil (Keil, 2018, p. 4). While the share of urban populations within
Western countries has been continuously growing, most urban regions have
experienced population decentralisation within (suburbanisation) and beyond
(counterurbanisation) the confines of the functional urban region (Champion, 2001;
Fielding, 1982; Van den Berg et al., 1982). Spatial Cycle Models are well-suited to
capturing the process of outward growth, in particular when taking into account the
extended functional urban region (Champion, 1986).
More problematic in analytical terms is the transformation of suburbia itself,
rendering the city–suburb dichotomy increasingly outdated (Bourne, 1996a; Tzaninis &
Boterman, 2018). The emergence of increasingly ‘urban’ characteristics in the
periphery of large metropolitan areas has resulted in a proliferation of concepts
attempting to grasp the new urban form (Lang, 2003). Authors in several European
countries observed the fundamental transformation of suburbia, referring to the new
urban form variously as outer city (Herington, 1984), Zwischenstadt (Sieverts, 2003),
literally meaning in-between city, or post-suburbia (Phelps, Parsons, Ballas, & Dowling,
2006). There is considerable debate whether the transformation of cities constitutes a
clean break with the past or whether it can be seen as another iteration of
suburbanisation (for an overview see Phelps, Wood, & Valler, 2010). Many concepts
are spatially and temporally relative rather than absolute (Phelps et al., 2010). What
these concepts have in common is that they acknowledge the emergence of “cities in
function but not form” (Phelps & Wu, 2011, p. 4) in the outskirts, changing the
traditional urban hierarchy in which development is concentrated around a single
urban core. At the same time these concepts recognise the plurality of post-suburban
developments, including the coexistence of traditional suburbs. This conceptualisation
of suburbia is obviously at odds with Spatial Cycle Models which treat both core and
ring as homogenous and mutually exclusive spaces (Parr, 2012). This urges the analyst
to be careful with generalisations and look at the specific spatial trends in detailed
case studies.
One of the key questions of this article is the fate of suburbia during the age of
reurbanisation. Spatial Cycle Models suggest that the ring continues to decline during
the reurbanisation phase (Parr, 2012). While there is ample evidence of
‘reurbanisation’, i.e. re-growing cities (Brake & Herfert, 2012; Rae, 2013; Rérat, 2012;
Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007), there are few signs that sprawl ceases to exist. Keil (2018)
even argues that suburbanisation is still the dominant mode, certainly at a global scale.
Similarly, in a European context, sprawl continues to be dominant, with the majority of
metropolitan areas experiencing intra-regional decentralisation (Hesse & Siedentop,
2018; Wolff, 2018). This confusion is partly due to fact that the definition of
reurbanisation in most of these studies differs from that used in the Spatial Cycle
Models, but it is also a reminder of the limitations of using population change as the
sole indicator.
One line of argument assumes that reurbanisation might result in a qualitative
decline in the position of suburbs, subsumed under the idea of the ‘suburbanisation of
poverty’. The gentrification of inner-city neighbourhoods, so the argument goes, drives
house prices in cities and limits opportunities for lower-income households. The result
is growing poverty in suburbia and a levelling out between city and suburbs. Much of
the discourse is US-based (Cooke & Denton, 2015; Hanlon, 2008; Kneebone & Berube,
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2013), but some evidence from some European cities has become available. A study of
eight major cities in England found that between 2001 and 2011 the “gap in
concentrations of poverty between suburban and other neighbourhoods has
narrowed” (Hunter, 2014, pp. 4-5). Similarly, poverty is decentralising within the urban
area of the four largest Scottish cities (Kavanagh, Lee, & Pryce, 2016). A study of
residential movers in Amsterdam and Rotterdam in the Netherlands confirmed the
negative effects of inner-city gentrification on some parts of suburbia (Hochstenbach &
Musterd, 2018). One of the problems is that the processes tend to be rather slow and
challenging to uncover. However, the emerging dystopian discourse on the rise of
suburban poverty – ‘slumburbia’ – potentially reinforces both real and imagined
deprivation (Schafran, 2013).
Many authors point out the diversity of suburbia (Harris, 2010; Phelps & Wood,
2011; Sieverts, 2003), with growth and decline often occuring in juxtaposition.
Contemporary urban regions witness a variety of (post-)suburban development
trajectories, as outlined in the following typology (Table 3). Expanding suburbs,
providing single-family housing for growing metropolitan populations, are perhaps the
most iconic sign of suburban growth, commonly associated with urban sprawl. While
these still form a significant share in housing provision, urbanising suburbs can make a
substantial contribution to alleviate growth pressures in prosperous urban regions,
which is often subsumed under the idea of post-suburban densification of
predominantly older suburbs (Charmes & Keil, 2015). Leafy suburbs are relatively
immune to change, except perhaps some signs of an ageing population. They retain
their attractiveness independent of economic prosperity and resist growth pressures if
necessary. Some parts of suburbia, however, face decline, not only of population but
also in terms of socio-economic status, which is often the result of disinvestment.
Declining suburbs are often those associated with lower socio-economic status and
dated housing stock. Suburbanising towns refer to those small and medium towns in
an urban region that have lost centrality and became a satellite of the urban core. It is
expected that urban regions will show different patterns related to economic
prosperity.
Table 3. Typology of suburban development (adapted from Phelps & Wood, 2011, p. 2594)
Type
Urbanising Suburb
Expanding Suburb
Leafy Suburbs
Declining Suburbs
Suburbanising Towns

Development of Population Profile
Growing population, in-migration of
young urban professionals
Growing population, in-migration of
families
Stable population, high socioeconomic status
Declining population, low and
declining socio-economic status
Declining socio-economic status

Development of Built Environment
High density, densification, increase
of (rental) flats, mixed-use
Medium to low density; densification;
single-family dwellings, residential
Low density, mature building stock,
residential
Medium density, housing estate, lack
of investment
Vacant commercial properties; loss of
employment and services

When looking at the role of policy in this process, it is important to acknowledge
other important factors that have shaped urban development. Demographic change
and economic restructuring are seen as key and partly interrelated contextual drivers
of reurbanisation (Lever, 1993). Changes in household patterns due to what Van de
Kaa (1987) has labelled the second demographic transition, referring to a set of
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demographic changes relating to family formation and fertility, have been to the
advantage of cities. The growth of non-traditional and smaller households has also
been a factor supporting reurbanisation (Buzar et al., 2007; Haase et al., 2010; Lever,
1993). While the globalisation of the economy has been associated with the dispersal
of industrial jobs to low-wage countries, it also resulted in the concentration of new
economic activities, in particular company headquarters, advanced producer services,
and more recently, cultural industries, within the central areas of cities (Friedmann &
Wolff, 1982; Sassen, 1991; Scott, 2008). The prospect of urban amenities, better jobs
and higher wages attracted middle-class households working in these sectors to the
cities as well as students (Ley, 1986). There is increasing evidence in some countries
that households with children stay in the cities (Boterman et al., 2010; Haase et al.,
2010; Siedentop et al., 2018).
Nevertheless, many commentators have stressed the important role of urban policy
in the resurgence of cities (e.g. Couch et al., 2011). It is important to distinguish the
policy and governance context from the policies of individual cities. While the central
and federal state governments strongly shape the opportunities and constraints for
local policies, cities are no leaves in the wind and can pursue their own policies
(Savitch & Kantor, 2002). Cities have seen significant public investment in (waterfront)
regeneration, culture and neighbourhood improvement, while the policies explicitly or
implicitly geared towards decentralisation, such as growth poles, slum clearances and
new towns programmes, have been mostly abandoned. These policy changes
generated market security for private investors (Couch et al., 2011; Lord & O’Brien,
2017). Land-use planning and the planning system have been generally supportive of
reurbanisation. Even predating the discourse on environmental sustainability,
preventing urban sprawl lies at the heart of many planning systems and many
countries have now a range of policies in place aiming to reduce land consumption and
soil sealing, with varying degrees of success (EEA & FOEN, 2016; Gennaio, Hersperger,
& Bürgi, 2009; Siedentop & Fina, 2012). This has been often supported by planning
policies promoting compact cities through sequential testing, minimum densities and
other instruments (Couch et al., 2007).
What seems clear from the above is that both ‘natural’ trends and urban policy
have supported the regrowth of cities over recent decades. At the same time, there
has been very little policy attention to the new urban reality developing in the
periphery of cities (Gallent, Bianconi, & Andersson, 2006; Sieverts, 2003). While the
changes in the periphery of cities have been studied for decades, policy makers still
grapple with the emerging configuration of cities (Salet et al., 2015). Historically, the
suburbs have drawn attention from a central city perspective, in particular the
detrimental fiscal effects of suburbanisation (Wood, 1958). The renaissance of cities,
economically and demographically, can be interpreted as a sign that the pendulum has
swung back in favour of the urban cores. The ‘metropolitan communities’ that Wood
(1958) saw emerging more than half a century ago have not yet resulted in the
disappearance of the city–suburb dichotomy.
In conclusion, reurbanisation refers to a distinct phase of urban development
following a sustained period of decline, often seen as the reversal of suburbanisation.
It is a multifaceted process that is more than the ‘demographic revival of cities’ (Rérat,
2012). The core value of the Spatial Cycle Model is the decomposition of the urban
development process into two distinct spatial processes that are at stake: the
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performance of city regions vis-à-vis non-urban areas and intra-regional differentiation
of population change. It allows us to look at the relative performance of the core and
the ring, with reurbanisation implying the beginning of a shift from decentralisation
towards (re)centralisation. Population change is an important, albeit not the only
indicator of reurbanisation. Many studies highlight qualitatively different development
of core and ring in terms of socio-economic development and demographic attributes.
3. Methodological Framework
The aim of this study is to explore if and how reurbanisation has impacted on suburbia
and the role of policy in this process in North West Europe. There is a long tradition of
cross-national comparative planning research which emphasises that context matters
when studying concepts that are often presented as universal trends, such as
reurbanisation. Comparative research allows for the exploration of theories and
concepts in different contexts as well as potential lesson learning and policy transfer.
However, comparative research also presents a series of challenges and potential
pitfalls. This section therefore (i) reflects on comparativism and its challenges, (ii)
introduces the four countries in this study, and (iii) discusses the methodological
choices in terms of research design and data collection, including the
definition of core and ring and country-specific choices.
Comparativism and its challenges
When undertaking transnational research, one of the first issues to be aware of is
whether implicit or explicit comparison(s) (Hague & Harrop, 2007) are to be the goal.
This paper adopts an explicitly comparative perspective and sets out to consider and
compare spatial trends and policy approaches related to reurbanisation and suburbia
in Northwest Europe in four highly developed countries. The approach adopted
reflects Pierre’s (2005, p. 459) observation that comparative “analysis can be crossnational, but it can also be between two or several cities in the same country or even
in one city studied throughout an extensive time period with changes in the
independent factors such as institutional arrangements or central-government policies
vis-à-vis the cities”. As will be outlined in the following sections, variants of all these
forms of comparative analysis have been employed in the present study.
In order to enhance the feasibility and methodological rigour of cross-national
research, Sharpe (1975) suggested that cross-national planning research should be
guided by two principles – those of ‘maximum similarity’ and ‘maximum discreteness
of focus’. ‘Maximum similarity’ suggests that ‘like must be compared with like’ if
comparisons are to be valid, for example, similar cities or regions in different
countries. The second principle ‘maximum discreteness of focus’ suggests that the
focus of the research should be tightly drawn, for example, around a discrete issue or
policy approach, in order to reduce the complexities of research and to aid the framing
of achievable objectives. Williams (1984, p. 159) noted that “it may not always be
possible to design research projects around theoretically ideal comparisons” and
suggested therefore “that maximum similarity should be taken to apply only to a
specific planning problem, the approach to which is being studied in a comparative
way and not the national context” (Williams, 1986, p. 34). It is therefore justifiable to
compare cities or areas that are not similar in every way as long as this is
acknowledged, and the analysis is not based on the premise that they are (Williams,
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1984). The present study aims to conform to the maximum discreteness of focus rule
in clearly defining the research focus around trends, policy processes and impacts
related to reurbanisation and suburbia in the four countries studied and eight
embedded city regional case studies within those countries.
Another issue which arises in conducting cross-national research into such
phenomena is the ‘symmetry’ of the research (Williams, 1984). This relates to whether
a similar structure and level of coverage will be pursued in each country. The present
study addresses this by adopting the ‘parallel teams’ approach (Booth, 2015, p. 90) in
which “researchers from the countries to be compared” work on their domestic
contexts within a common conceptual and comparative framework. This was evolved
iteratively within the research team to avoid what Kantor and Savitch (2005) coined
‘conceptual parochialism’, with the experience lending credence to their conclusion
that “the study of comparative urban development does not need to await consensus
on a single and compelling theoretical definition of the field in order to support
systematic multi-city research” (Kantor & Savitch, 2005, p. 148).
Yet though a conceptual framework provides a setting for the research, many
contextual factors have had to be taken into account in the study’s exploration of
trends and policy responses to reurbanisation and its effects on suburbia. For example,
the institutional and governance contexts with the different scales and competences
of local and metropolitan governments in the countries studied. Here, the notion of
‘functional equivalents’ (Kantor & Savitch, 2005) employed in previous comparative
studies was a useful guide in structuring our thinking. However, care was taken not to
assume direct comparability of specific institutions between different national and
sub-national contexts – e.g. métropoles in France and Combined Authorities in
England.
The study also sought to recognise that “the different socio-economic, political and
cultural structures and dynamics prevailing in each country” (Reimer, Getimis, &
Blotevogel, 2014, p. 2) shape spatial planning and governance. Such contextual
considerations shape problem perceptions/definitions and responses in different
national and sub-national settings. As with social policy (Hantrais, 2009, p. 56) policies
may be “framed at national or supranational level, but they are more often than not
implemented at local level, thereby offering scope for identifying regional and local
disparities in delivery”. This becomes particularly the case, for example, in federalised
states where the national level may play a role of setting some general framework
policy orientations, but the competences and tools of spatial governance may be
principally held and exercised at the level of the constitutive federal states or regions.
Wollmann’s (2000) comparative analysis of the ‘path dependent’ development of local
government systems in Britain, France, and Germany, for example, shows how this
was a result of an interplay between ‘central-level legislation’ and the practices of local
government.
There is thus a need to account both for the influence of the national and local
contexts when undertaking comparative research into phenomena such as urban
politics and avoid conflating local elements with national ones, or speaking of “local
and national practices without bothering to distinguish between levels” (Sellers
(Sellers, 2005, p. 431). To remedy this, Sellers (2005) suggests adopting ‘de-centred
analysis’ with localities or urban regions as the units of analysis in a multi-level analysis
which distinguishes the impact of national legislative frameworks, funding schemes
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and policy programmes from local decision-making. Here our approach seeks to take
this approach into account by considering the national trend and policy context in
relation to reurbanisation in each country as a prelude to the evaluation of experience
and policy in two case study metropolitan areas within it. As Sellers (2005, p. 440) also
notes “when the units are cities rather than countries, comparative case selection
follows a more complex logic” and “researchers must take both national and
subnational variables into account”. For example, in the present study one prosperous,
and one less prosperous, metropolitan region has been considered per country.
Comparative research also raises a number of practical questions which are related
to the context-dependency (Sykes, 2008) considerations discussed above, such as
language, and data availability and comparability. The importance of being able to
read documents in the language of the study country, and to understand nuances of
meaning and interpretation has often been emphasised (Williams, 1984). In the
present study the authors working on each country had native language ability which
allowed them to read relevant documents in the original language. In the text where
the names of policies and institutions are first mentioned in the text they are
translated into English (if needed) for purposes of understanding. Subsequently ‘home
language terms’ are used following the convention established in much writing on
European spatial planning (European Commission, 1997). As regards quantitative data,
descriptive statistical analysis provides a core building block of the accounts below. Yet
within comparative studies the use of ostensibly objective descriptive data sources is
thus often complicated by a lack of comparability across national boundaries and
statistical agencies (Van den Berg et al., 1982). The research design of the present
study has been designed to take into account the kinds of issues discussed above and
is now introduced below.
Four Countries
The four countries have been chosen because of their geographical proximity and
relative similarity in terms of economic development. Any comparative study of
reurbanisation and its effects on suburbia needs to take into account the wider
patterns of development in terms of population and the national economy. So, before
elaborating further on the research design and looking in detail at trends and policies
in the individual countries and cities, this section sets the national contexts by
providing a brief international comparison between the four countries.
Population development differed substantially in the four countries and therefore
influences population dynamics in the urban regions. Strong national population
growth is likely to have a positive impact on cities (Figure 1). Cities in France and the
Netherlands benefitted from strong national population growth during the industrial
crisis in the 1970s and 1980s, whereas the German and the British population
remained virtually unchanged since the mid-1960s and therefore providing a
fundamentally different context. In the UK, the population growth rates increased
significantly in the late 1990s when international migration picked up during a period
of long-term economic growth.
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Figure 1. Population change index, 1950–2015 (Source: United Nations, 2017)
Note:

Data for England not available. More than 80 per cent of the UK population lives in England.

Regional disparities also influence population growth, though it is important to
acknowledge that regional data is by no means the only factor. England, France and
the Netherlands are all dominated by a single core region, which absorbs growth and
population: London, Paris and the Randstad (particular the north wing with
Amsterdam and Utrecht). England is characterised by a clear North–South divide,
though there are cities outside the South-East which are doing better than their
respective regions (e.g. Bristol, Leeds, Manchester). In France the former industrial
areas in north and east are structurally weaker, but in general the divide is between
metropolitan areas and the rural periphery. In the Netherlands, all metropolitan areas
are actually found in structurally strong regions in the west. Germany’s polycentric
urban structure is reflected in a number of regions doing well, which includes the city
states, the Rhine valley and Bavaria. East Germany is still lagging behind three decades
after reunification. Not only does Germany not have a single dominant centre, many
small and medium towns in the periphery are doing rather well (The Economist, 2019).
However, some caution is required as regional performance can also be the result of
strong cities.
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Figure 2. GDP per capita, 2016

Both conditions do not directly affect population distribution within functional
urban regions. However, national population growth and strong regional economic
performance make it much less likely that functional urban regions are in decline,
regardless of intra-regional patterns.
Although cities and city regions are growing in all four countries there are marked
differences with regard to the pattern of urbanisation. As shown in Figure 3, the
functional urban areas (FUA) of all the largest French cities are growing, as are the
cities themselves. However, the FUA is, on average, growing faster than the city. This
means that the urban periphery is growing faster than the urban core. In other words,
in large French cities, the urban area is continuing to suburbanise or sprawl. In
contrast, in the other three countries examined, particularly in Germany and the
United Kingdom (England), cities are growing faster than the FUA. This means that the
urban periphery is growing slower than the urban core. In other words, in large cities
across much of northern Europe, cities are reurbanising and densifying. Having been
the dominant pattern of urban change through much of the twentieth century, urban
sprawl is not currently evident. It is these differences in patterns of urban change, their
causes and effects, that are the subject of the empirical work that follows.
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Figure 3. Average population change in Cities and Functional Urban Areas (City Regions), 2010–
2014/15
Note:

The columns show the percentage population change for the principal second tier cities and
FUA over the period 2010-2014/5 in the respective countries. Capital cities are excluded.

Source:

Calculated from EUROSTAT data: 1) Population on 1 January by age groups and sex – cities
and greater cities [urb_cpop1]; 2) Population on 1 January by age groups and sex – functional
urban areas [urb_lpop1].

Research Design
What are the different trends in reurbanisation and how has national and regional
policy shaped development trajectories? To answer this question, the research
consists of case studies of four countries and embedded cases of two metropolitan
regions per country. This allows for comparison between countries as well as
comparison of urban regions within and across countries. The first stage of the
research establishes the national trends towards reurbanisation in metropolitan areas
within each country and their impacts on the ring of suburban areas as well as an
analysis of the impact of national policies on spatial patterns. In our analysis of
national trends we concentrate on metropolitan areas with a minimum population of
500,000 as defined by the OECD (2012) (Table 4). In so doing, we only cover the most
urbanised places in each country.
Table 4. Metropolitan areas per country, 2014 (Source: OECD Metropolitan Data Base)
France (15)
Paris, Lyon, Marseille,
Toulouse, Strasbourg,
Bordeaux, Nantes, Lille,
Montpellier, SaintEtienne, Rennes,

England (12)
London, Birmingham,
Leeds, Bradford,
Liverpool, Manchester,
Sheffield, Bristol,
Newcastle, Leicester,

Germany (24)
Berlin, Hamburg,
Munich, Cologne,
Frankfurt, Stuttgart,
Essen, Leipzig, Dresden,
Dortmund, Düsseldorf,
Bremen, Hanover,
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Netherlands (5)
Amsterdam, The Hague,
Rotterdam, Utrecht,
Eindhoven

Grenoble, Toulon, Nice,
Rouen

Portsmouth,
Nottingham

Nuremberg, Bochum,
Freiburg, Augsburg,
Bonn, Karlsruhe,
Saarbrücken, Duisburg,
Mannheim, Münster,
Aachen

The second stage involves case studies of two metropolitan areas per country,
allowing for more detailed investigation of the diversity of spatial patterns and policy
responses. For each country we have chosen a prosperous and a less prosperous
metropolitan area, controlling for differences in the development trajectories under
the same national policy conditions. Given the limited number of metropolitan areas
per country and the differences in the national urban systems, the functional
relationships within metropolitan areas are not a case selection criterion but need to
be acknowledged. This regards the fact whether there are other significant urban
centres that form part of the urban region, i.e. whether there is inter-urban
polycentricity (Kloosterman & Musterd, 2001).
Table 5. Case selection of metropolitan areas per country
Country
England
France
Germany
Netherlands

Metropolitan area
Bristol
Liverpool
Bordeaux
Rouen
Frankfurt
Dortmund
Amsterdam
Rotterdam

Economy
Prosperous
Less prosperous
Prosperous
Less prosperous
Prosperous
Less prosperous
Prosperous
Less prosperous

Characteristics
Functional relationships
Monocentric
Monocentric
Monocentric
Monocentric
Polycentric
Polycentric
Monocentric
Polycentric

Each country section is structured similarly. First, we review national trends in
population development in functional urban regions and the role of national policies in
shaping these outcomes. Our analysis starts at the height of the industrial crisis around
1980, though where required preceding data is presented. To establish whether
reurbanisation has taken place, we look at overall population change for local
authorities as the only quantitative indicator. In terms of policies, we particularly focus
on the effects of policies that support population centralisation and decentralisation
(urban regeneration, urban containment, urbanisation). Then we zoom in at the
metropolitan level to look at the evidence of reurbanisation and its effects on suburbia
in different economic and spatial contexts. Where available, small area data is included
to look at more detailed population trends after the turn of the millennium as this is
consider to be the core period when widespread re-urbanisation has occurred (Hesse
& Siedentop, 2018; Rae, 2013; Rérat, 2012). Local policies will be reviewed to explain
spatial development patterns within the functional urban region. In order to establish
the effects or population change, we also look at other indicators that capture socioeconomic change. This allows us to reflect on the diversity of changes that take place
according to the typology of suburban development. The absence of universal
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indicators means that proxies have been selected. For each country a brief
methodological note on data collection has been added below.
Defining core and ring
Defining core and ring, and thus the functional urban region, is one of the key
challenges in investigating changing patterns of urban development (cf. Cooke &
Denton, 2015). All approaches require the clear identification of the urban core and
the outer boundary of the functional urban region, for which both narrow and wide
definitions exist. Parr (2012) outlines three potential approaches:
-

-

The core is defined as the central city and the ring is defined either by
administrative concepts such as metropolitan counties or functional criteria
such as commuting into the central city (e.g. Rérat, 2012; Van den Berg et al.,
1982).
The core is made up of the entire continuously built-up area, while the ring is
based on functional criteria (e.g. commuting, consumption). This definition is
for instance applied by the OECD metropolitan database (OECD, 2012).
Lastly, the core and ring typology is entirely confined by the continuously builtup area (Couch & Fowles, 2019).

Many past applications of Spatial Cycle Models have used administrative boundaries
in defining core and ring, often in combination with some functional criteria such as
commuting thresholds to establish the extent of the functional urban area.
Approaches based on administrative boundaries are relatively easy to handle in terms
of data availability. However, administrative boundaries are often a poor reflection of
functional relationships and rather the result of historical processes. In comparative
research an additional problem emerges from the very different scale of local
authority boundaries within and across countries, with France and the UK being the
two ends of the extremes. This problem is also inherent in the OECD metropolitan
database, which provides a standardised definition of metropolitan areas, resulting in
a different degree of precision in the delineation of both the core and the ring
depending on the size of administrative divisions. In addition, it uses a rather extensive
definition of the urban core which is based purely on population density and therefore
neglects the economic function of a city, for instance as an employment centre. As a
consequence, there is a tendency to over-bounding, which in many metropolitan areas
results in a virtually absent ring (Table 19 in the Appendix).
Others have used a ring-zone model to analyse demographic changes (Coffee,
Lange, & Baker, 2016; Siedentop et al., 2018). The core is defined as a point feature,
using the town hall of the core city as focal point for a series of rings, dividing the
urban region into a core (5km ring), an inner suburban zone (5–20km) and an outer
suburban zone (20–50km). However, the relatively dense urban systems in many
European countries mean that cities are located in close proximity, mutually
influencing population development. It is entirely possible to incorporate other cores
within the same functional urban region, but the presence of another large city
potentially distort the results. The model also implicitly assumes that accessibility is an
equal function of distance to the core. This could be corrected by using travel time
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isochrones. Perhaps the single-most important challenge is the availability of small
area statistics that can be traced over time.
Ultimately, each approach to modelling reurbanisation has its own strengths and
weaknesses and we need to recognise the data availability in each country. A wide
definition of the core fails to identify differentiation within the built city, while a
narrow definition of the core fails to identify differentiation within the ring. The
definition of the ring impacts the functional urban region. The larger the functional
urban area, the more likely it is to encounter polycentric spatial patterns with more
than one core city (e.g. Liverpool–Manchester, Rhine–Ruhr, Rotterdam–The Hague,
etc.). Overlapping hinterlands mean that population growth cannot be clearly assigned
to a specific core, which might cause bias in the case of uneven economic
development. Modelling is also contingent on small-area data, allowing for more
accurate delineations, in particularly in countries where local authority districts tend to
be very large.
In this article we recognise these challenges and allow for tailored approaches per
country, based on the spatial structure and data availability. The methodology for each
country is briefly outlined below. The various studies on reurbanisation suggest that
the most central areas are the demographically most dynamic, which justifies using a
relatively narrow definition of the core. The definition of functional urban regions is
based on country-specific traditions.
Methodological Note England
The definition of functional urban regions in England is based on administrative
boundaries. There is no authoritative statistical definition of functional urban regions
available that would allow for comparison over a longer time period. Therefore, we
use existing or proposed governance arrangements for England’s largest city regions.
The core is defined as the administrative unit of the main city of the urban region.
Functional urban regions were considered polycentric, i.e. had multiple cores, if
another place had a population similar to the main core (at least two thirds the size of
the population). The secondary data collection covers the time period 1981–2016 for
the national analysis using local authority data and 2001–2016 for the case study
analysis using small area data. The 1981 census marks the height of the urban crisis,
while 2001 can be regarded as the census year that marks the beginning of the
population turnaround in England. Unlike other countries the UK has no population
register and relies on the decennial Census. The Office for National Statistics’ mid-year
population estimates are used for the intercensal periods and the most recent years.
While the Census is considered the most authoritative source of information for
population data, serious undercounts were reported for the census in 1991 and 2001,
particularly affecting urban areas (Dorling, 2007; Simpson & Dorling, 1994). The case
studies only cover the years since 2001 because of fundamental changes in the census
geography for small area data. It uses middle layer super output areas (MSOA), which
are defined by population and household minima and maxima (5–15,000 population
and 2–6,000 households in 2011). In areas affected by boundary changes, the 2001
figures have been recalculated adding up small area data based on the 2011
geography.
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Methodological Note France
The National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE) provides data at the
municipal level. A rich level of indicators is available, but only at irregular intervals
when a census was held. Since the census in 1999, all municipalities are successively
surveyed over a five-year period with the medium year as census year. Given that
France has more than 35,000 municipalities, data is relatively fine-grained. The
downside of this is that also the territories of most cities are much smaller than their
European counterparts. In addition, INSEE has defined the urban area (unité urbaine)
and the functional urban region (aire urbaine) with 2010 as base year. The unité
urbaine consists of a municipality or several municipalities that form a continuously
built-up area (i.e. settlements no more than 200 metres apart) of at least 2,000
inhabitants, with at least half of each municipality’s population being part of the builtup area. The aire urbaine consists of an urban area (unité urbaine) of at least 10,000
workplaces and all the municipalities with more than 40% of commuters working in
the core urban area or in a municipality attracted by it. The unité urbaine without the
core municipalities forms the suburbs or inner ring, the aire urbaine without the core
urban area forms the couronne periurbaine or outer ring.
Methodological Note Germany
The federal nature of Germany also extends to data provision. At the national levels,
data is disaggregated to the county level, while the statistical offices of the Länder
provide data for municipalities. The size of municipalities varies greatly between the
Länder. Small area data has to be collected for each municipality separately, if
available at all, which is time-consuming and has therefore been limited to the urban
cores. No statistical definition of functional urban regions exists in Germany and the
metropolitan level is weakly developed, with few cities having developed formal
institutions. In order to address individual urban regions consistently, a regionalisation
based on accessibility is used. Following this conceptual approach, urban regions are
core–periphery areas with core cities (in their administrative boundaries), surrounded
by a hinterland (ring), delineated by accessibility isochrones. The implemented
accessibility thresholds (car travel time of 30 to 60 minutes) depend on the
employment size of the core; with reference to gravitation theory it is assumed that
larger cores having larger functional hinterlands. The use of a disjunct delineation can
lead to overlapping city regions, especially in polycentric urban areas.
Methodological Note Netherlands
Data availability is excellent in the Netherlands, allowing for rich analyses of
urbanisation trends. In general, statistical data is collected at the level of the three
administrative units (national, provincial and municipal) as well as for smaller
geographies. Small area data is available either at postcode or neighbourhood
geographies, neither of which are particularly stable nor standardised. Boundary
changes are a perennial problem: municipal boundaries are in a continual state of flux
(consolidation being the dominant trend), as are the geographies below. Fortunately,
for each change of administrative boundaries Statistics Netherlands publishes the
number of inhabitants and dwellings involved, allowing long-term demographic trends
to be estimated with reasonable accuracy. Given the lack of city regions as an
administrative tier and the instability of intergovernmental partnerships, the analysis
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relies on COROP (NUTS 3) regions as defined by Statistics Netherlands to denote the
‘ring’. As both case study areas are engaged in voluntary metropolitan partnerships
with different boundaries, these have been included as well in the analysis based on
their 2018 boundaries. Even though Dutch metropolitan regions are not an official tier
of government, they have increasing significance for organising functional
relationships and creating spatial strategies. The national analysis is based on
municipal data while the detailed analysis of the two urban regions uses the four-digit
postcodes.
4. England
England is one of the most densely populated countries in Europe with cities being in
relatively close proximity. According to the official 2011 Rural-Urban Classification,
more than 80% of the English population lived in urban areas, i.e. settlements with a
population of 10,000 or more. The English urban system is characterised by the
dominance of London, with a population of 8.8 million and an even larger functional
urban region. Beyond London there are eleven other larger metropolitan areas with a
population of more than 500,000, many of which are located in the former industrial
heartlands of the North and the Midlands, and a countrywide network of smaller thirdtier cities and towns (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Metropolitan areas in England
Note:

The metropolitan councils are based on the administrative tier existing between 1974–1986.
City regions are based on existing or proposed combined authorities.

Until the 1970s there was little relationship between the functional urban regions of
the large metropolitan cities and their local government structures but, following the
earlier creation of the Greater London Council, in 1974 local government
reorganisation dramatically reduced the number of local government units (district
councils) in England and established higher-level metropolitan counties above the
district councils across the principal metropolitan areas. Although abolished in 1986,
the need for metropolitan governance and strategic planning has recently been
rediscovered with the creation of new and bespoke forms of sub-regional governance.
This process is far from complete and continuously evolving as can be observed in the
patchwork of city regions having Combined Authorities with an elected ‘metro mayor’
and those with looser governance arrangement such as private sector led Local
Enterprise Partnerships.
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National Trend of Reurbanistion
Throughout much of the second half of the twentieth century England experienced a
high level of counter-urbanisation and what some have described as an ‘urban exodus’
(Champion, 2001). Many English cities suffered from the combined effects of (i)
disurbanisation, mainly resulting from economic decline and restructuring with
consequent impacts upon employment, resulting in outward migration from the
conurbations in search of work elsewhere, and (ii) suburbanisation, following housing
renewal policies that created the need for overspill housing development at the urban
periphery, deteriorating urban environments and rising affluence that encouraged and
facilitated private suburban housing development. These trends continued into the
1990s but gradually waned as national population began to increase, and as the
impacts of long-standing policies of urban containment and regeneration were
increasingly felt (Champion, 1989, 2001; Cheshire, 1995, 2006).
The analysis of all metropolitan areas in England undoubtedly points towards
reurbanisation since the early 2000s, if not earlier (Figure 5). Looking at the aggregate
for all cities it can be seen that both core and ring populations were declining until the
1990s. Since then both core and ring populations have seen continuous growth with
the urban cores growing on average faster than the suburban rings. London is a truly
global city and its scale, complexity and dominance of the national economy distorts
any analysis of national urban trends. Although Greater London contains more than
15% of the national population it is seriously under-bounded as it has an economic
reach across much of South-East England (Hall & Pain, 2006). Inner London appears to
have started reurbanising as much as a decade before other cities and subsequent
population pressures, including high levels of inter-regional and international
migration towards London, have led to patterns of urban growth and change that may
be considered unique in the country and more comparable with Paris or New York
than Birmingham or Manchester. The second-tier cities have collectively regrown later
and more slowly than London while the Metropolitan Counties, located in the slower
growing Midlands and North of the country, have lagged behind. The notable
exception is Manchester, which achieved similar growth rates to its southern
counterparts. This is reflecting the persistent North–South divide, with higher growth
rates in the southern and eastern regions (McCann, 2016). It is notable that the ring
continued to decline during the 1990s (West Yorkshire was the exception). Many
metropolitan counties also have a more polycentric structure and the ring often
includes towns that have suffered from economic restructuring and its consequences.
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Figure 5. Population change in England, 1981–2017 (Source: ONS Mid-Year Population Estimates for
Local Authority Districts)
Notes:

All English metropolitan areas as defined by the OECD Metropolitan Database (OECD, 2012).
Second Tier refers to all English metropolitan areas, excluding London. The Core is defined by
the local authority district of the principal city or cities and Inner London. The Ring is based on
existing or proposed Combined Authority arrangements, the LEP (Portsmouth), county
boundaries (Leicester, Nottingham) and Outer London.

While most cores had experienced population decline in the 1980s, this had usually
slowed or even reversed by the 1990s, to be followed by accelerating growth rates in
the 2000s, although these may now be stabilising (see Table 20 in the Appendix). The
rate of change varies considerably between cities, but the trend of a growing
population in the urban core is manifest even in those regions that had suffered most
under the economic restructuring of the 1980s. The populations of many of the cities
in southern England and the East Midlands (Leicester, Nottingham, Portsmouth,
Southampton) have grown by more than 20% since 1981. In contrast most of the
larger post-industrial cities in the West Midlands and north have grown by less than
20%, although Manchester is an exception at nearly 24%. Overall, cities have not
grown at a higher pace than England as a whole over the period 1981–2016, although
they have seen above-average growth since 2001.
More importantly in light of the focus of this study are the emerging intraregional
patterns of demographic change from decentralisation towards centralisation.
Somewhere between the 1980s and the 2000s depending on the urban region, not
only can we observe the end of population decline in the urban core, but a process of
relative or absolute centralisation with growth rates in the core exceeding those in the
ring.
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National Policy Context
Post-war British planning policy was largely built upon the ideas emerging from the
Barlow Report (1940) and Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan (1944). That is to say, at
least in the first decade or so, policy recognised the problem of congestion in London
and the South-East and the underutilisation of fixed capital in the north and other
regions, together with the issue of urban sprawl. Regional policies sought to restrict
employment growth in the South-East while encouraging and subsidising development
elsewhere. Around cities, Development Plans sought to control urban expansion and
were in due course supported by the creation of Green Belts around most large urban
areas. But there were policy conflicts. New industrial developments in the regions
tended to be at the periphery of cities, usually on greenfield sites, so fuelling demand
for additional suburban housing development. In Inner London and other major cities
there was a need for slum clearance and a reduction of housing densities. Rebuilding
at lower densities inevitably led to the building of overspill housing, either in the form
of housing estates at the urban periphery or in new or expanded towns further afield.
At the same time rising affluence encouraged the private sector to build new suburban
housing on greenfield sites. Thus, whilst policy favoured urban containment, social and
economic realities meant that a degree of urban sprawl was inevitable.
By the 1970s there had been a change in policy. National regional policy had been
all but abandoned in favour of support for indigenous growth based upon local
comparative advantage, but even this was overwhelmed by the wave of industrial
decline and restructuring that engulfed British cities in that decade. Large tracts of
abandoned industrial and commercial land emerged in many cities and unemployment
rose, sharply exacerbating a process of disurbanisation as people migrated away from
former industrial areas in search of jobs. Although policy responses were being
formulated in the 1970s, it was in the 1980s that the transformation of these postindustrial cities became a major priority. The Thatcher Government (1979–1990)
established, under their direct control, a number of large-scale public spending
programmes to stimulate private investment in the regeneration of cities. Policies
included Urban Development Corporations (Government agencies with powers to
acquire, plan and redevelop land within specific designated areas: the London
Docklands Development Corporation and Merseyside Development Corporation being
two of the most well-known); Enterprise Zones, with tax exemptions and a simplified
planning regime to encourage investment; and various forms of gap-funding to
support otherwise unprofitable urban developments. The idea of leveraging private
investment at almost any cost, notwithstanding initial and partly hostile resistance by
local government, became the leading approach of subsequent regeneration policies
and grants.
Housing policy changed too as clearance and redevelopment programmes were
replaced by policies of housing refurbishment and area improvement. In contrast to
deindustrialisation this had the effect of reducing the outflow of population as the
need for overspill was eliminated and physical and social improvements made inner
city areas more attractive to private housing investment. The result was housing for
the “affluent, childless middle-classes” (Ward, 2004, p. 216). During this period many
Green Belts were also extended as cities sought to implement twin policies of urban
regeneration and urban containment with the aim of stemming urban decline and
stimulating a return to urban growth. The growth of urban land in the 1990s was at
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least lower than in most other Western European countries (Couch & Karecha, 2006;
Siedentop & Fina, 2012).
By the 1990s the concept of ‘sustainable development’ was an increasingly
important influence on urban policy. Development plans began to address the notion
of greener and more compact cities. By the millennium the New Labour government
had embraced the idea of an ‘urban renaissance’, accepting, in theory perhaps more
than in practice, the proposals of the Urban Task Force (1999) promoting design
excellence, mixed-use and compact development (Colomb, 2007; Couch et al., 2011).
New Labour strengthened commitment to social change and tackling urban social
deprivation as a dimension of urban policy, resulting in substantially increased
investment in urban welfare, healthcare and education provision. Regional
Development Agencies were established to promote sustainable indigenous economic
growth through planned investment in regional infrastructure and support systems.
The Government also promoted a policy of ‘Sustainable Communities’ with two
principal aims: on the one hand seeking to increase housing investment in London and
the South-East where inward migration was leading to serious housing shortage and
worsening problems of housing access, on the other hand, and more controversially,
tackling perceived problems of housing over-supply in Midland and Northern cities
through a programme of ‘housing market renewal’ (including some housing clearance)
(Leather & Nevin, 2013).
The economic and political consequences of the post-2008 financial crisis badly
affected the future of this relatively successful bundle of policies. The major political
outcome of the crisis was the election in 2010 of a Conservative dominated coalition
government committed to a neoliberal approach to policy (Lord & Tewdwr-Jones,
2014; Sykes & O’Brien, 2018). This included a combination of measures to ‘roll back
the state’ including the abolition of the Regional Development Agencies and other
quasi-governmental organisations; a relaxation of planning and building controls while
increasing central government direction of local plan-making; and the implementation
of a severe ‘austerity’ budget of reduced public spending, which had major negative
impacts on local government funding but in a geographically unbalanced manner that
particularly affected the cities of the Midlands and the North (Meegan, Kennett, Jones,
& Croft, 2014).
Despite these changes, there has been a significant recovery in the national
economy in recent years, particularly in terms of employment and in the larger urban
centres. This urban employment growth, combined with population growth, including
a rise in student numbers and other small childless adult households, has fuelled
demand for city centre and inner city living. At the same time developers have been
keen to enhance the value of surplus urban commercial and industrial land and
buildings by transforming them into residential accommodation. So, the population of
the urban core of many cities has continued to increase. But there has been
considerable variation in the experience of different cities. The analysis of two
contrasting urban regions – faster growing Bristol and slower growing Liverpool – will
provide a more detailed picture of these variations in the drivers, nature and
consequences of reurbanisation.
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Bristol: the challenge of sustainable urban growth
Bristol (454,000) is the major city of the West of England lying within a city-region of
1.1 million people. As a major port and commercial centre, it was one of the largest
and most important cities in England, until overtaken by the burgeoning industrial
centres of the north during the industrial revolution. In the post-industrial era the city
has re-emerged as one of the most prosperous in the country with a thriving local
economy based upon commercial and financial services, aerospace and electrical
engineering, higher education, culture, media and heritage (Tallon, 2007). In addition
to Bristol and its suburbs the other major urban areas in the city region include Bath,
an historic city of 84,000 people 20 kilometres to the east, and Weston-super-Mare
(76,000), a seaside resort on the Bristol Channel coast 30 kilometres to the south-west.
The population of the city region has grown steadily over recent decades, rising
from 900,000 in 1981 to 1.1 million in 2016: an increase of 25.6%. Between 1981 and
2001 the population of the core city of Bristol was in slight decline (–1.1% during that
period) and suburbanising as the proportion of city-regional population contained
within the city fell from 42.7% in 1981 to 38.7% in 2001. However, since the
millennium, the city has experienced rapid population growth (+19.3% between 2001
and 2016) and seen a degree of reurbanisation with the proportion of city-regional
population living in Bristol returning to 40.1% in 2016 (Table 6). The highest growth
rates are found in Bristol city centre, in the fringe of Bristol in South Gloucestershire
and in Portishead (Figure 6).
Table 6. Population change in the Bristol city region, 1981–2016
1981
City of Bristol
Ring
Bath and North
East Somerset
North Somerset
South
Gloucestershire
Total (West of
England)
Regional share of
urban core/trend

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
1981–1991 1991–2001 2001–2011 2011–2016
384,875
–0.2
0.1
1.2
1.2
516,072
0.8
0.8
0.6
1.1
154,058
0.3
0.6
0.4
1.3

2016

160,350
201,664

1.0
0.9

0.6
1.1

0.7
0.7

0.9
1.1

211,700
277,600

900,947

0.3

0.5

0.8

1.1

1,131,300

42.7%

D

D

C

C

40.1%

454,200
677,100
187,800

Sources: Census Table 1 Population Bases, All resident 1981; Census Table 1 Population Bases, Residents
1991 (64), Census Table KS001 Usual resident population, Census Table KS101EW Usual resident
population and ONS Mid-Year Population Estimates 2016; own calculations

– 25 –

Figure 6. Population change in the Bristol urban region, 2001–2016

Thus far, reurbanisation appears to have a modest impact on the socio-economic
circumstances of each district, but there is little evidence of negative effects on the
ring. Bristol’s renaissance is reflected in the greatest rise in dwelling prices, but it
remains clearly the lowest ranked of the four districts in terms of deprivation (Figure 7
and Table 7). Deprivation is clearly an urban phenomenon with severe pockets to be
found in Bristol and Weston-super-Mare. Most of the ring, including the spa city of
Bath, belongs to the least deprived areas. Most of the Bristol ring can be categorised
as expanding or leafy suburbs. Apart from Bath and Weston-super-Mare, deprivation
levels are very low. Restrictive planning policies in the greenbelt in combination with
an ageing population mean that population decline has occurred in some areas in
places such as Nailsea, Thornbury, Clevedon and some outer areas of Weston-superMare. Most other suburbs are expanding, in particular where substantial residential
development took place, such as Portishead, Keynsham and the northern fringe of the
Bristol built-up area.
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Figure 7. Multiple deprivation in the Bristol urban region, 2015
Table 7. Median house price changes by district, 2001–2016 [All property types]
Year ending

Dec 2001

Dec 2006

Dec 2011

Dec 2016

Bath and North East
Somerset
City of Bristol
North Somerset
South Gloucestershire

£124,725

£210,000

£230,000

£305,000

% change
2001–2016
145%

£89,995
£96,500
£97,000

£161,825
£175,000
£169,995

£170,000
£184,000
£180,000

£242,000
£230,000
£245,000

169%
138%
153%

Source: Office for National Statistics (Median house prices for administrative geographies: HPSSA
dataset 9)

Until the reorganisation of local government in 1974, Bristol was a City and County
in its own right located between Gloucestershire to the north and Somerset to the
south. The 1974 reorganisation created a new shire county: Avon, that embraced the
increasingly prosperous and interconnected city-region. Avon County Council was
responsible for production of a County Structure Plan, a strategic development plan
for the city-region, whilst the district councils were responsible for most local planning
and development control. The Avon Structure Plan (1985) required land to be provided
for 51,500 new dwellings to be built by 1991, of which 2,800 were to be in Bath and
10,100 in Bristol, the remainder, 38,600, were to be provided in the four other
authorities, including a very large allocation in Northavon around the north Bristol
fringe, i.e. only 25% of provision was to be in the core cities. The plan did include
proposals for an extensive ‘Green Belt’ around Bristol and Bath, within which new
construction would not generally be permitted. Thus, the picture emerges of a plan
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designed to accommodate the growth of Bristol, both economically and in terms of
population, with a concentration on expansion to the north of the city. However, there
is little here to suggest any strong commitment to the notion of reurbanisation;
indeed, the philosophy is probably best described as ‘predict and provide’ (Avon
County Council, 1985).
There are a number of reasons why Bristol expanded northwards. Firstly,
topographically it is flatter and easier to develop than in the more undulating and
protected landscape to the south. There was a large pre-existing industrial complex
based around Filton aerodrome in north Bristol (Concord was built there), which
attracted further industrial and commercial investment. Two national motorways
(M4/M5) cross in the vicinity, a new inter-city station (Bristol Parkway) opened in 1972
and the University of the West of England moved into the area in the late 1980s.
Although the structure plan said very little about urban regeneration, a number of
powerful initiatives were being enacted at that time. As in other cities the 1980s saw
considerable resources spent on housing refurbishment and area improvement
schemes. Furthermore, Bristol (Urban) Development Corporation was established in
1989 to regenerate the run-down inner areas east of the city centre. Access was
improved and large parcels of brownfield land brought back into beneficial use
(Robson, Bradford, Deas, Fielder, & Franklin, 1998). By the 1980s the Bristol docks had
become disused but the 1990s saw the beginning of a very successful programme of
harbourside regeneration based upon residential, commercial and leisure
development.
Apart from the expansion to the north, Bristol has remained a relatively compact
city. Bristol never made use of any new town or town development schemes to
accommodate overspill population and almost all social housing has been constructed
within the administrative boundaries of the city. Unlike many more industrialised
cities, in the modern era Bristol has managed to retain a large middle-class community
within the inner suburbs to the north of the city centre. In recent years as the
economy has thrived, a large amount of apartment building for ‘city living’ has
emerged around the city centre and the regenerated harbourside. There has also been
some serious gentrification of the adjacent, former working-class inner suburbs such
as Southville and Bedminster.
Attempting to streamline local administration, in 1996 the then Conservative
Government abolished Avon County and all its constituent local authorities and split
the area between four new unitary (single-tier) local authorities: Bath and North East
Somerset, Bristol, North Somerset, and South Gloucestershire. Collectively the four
authorities are co-terminus with the 1974 county. Each unitary authority was
responsible for producing a district-wide Local Plan. The overarching aim of the South
Gloucestershire Local Plan was to ensure future development consistent with the
principles of sustainable development. The plan acknowledged that although previous
plans had accommodated many new homes and jobs (in the north Bristol fringe), this
had “also created problems, primarily in relation to traffic congestion and the failure of
essential physical and social infrastructure to match the pace of population growth”
(para. 2.6). In future, priority was to be given to the development of previously
developed ‘brownfield’ land and at higher densities than previously (South
Gloucestershire Council, 2006). The North Somerset Replacement Local Plan had a
rather different set of priorities. These included making North Somerset a more self-
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sustaining and successful economy, achieving balanced development in terms of
employment, housing, transport, leisure and other facilities, and a reduction in traffic
congestion. There was also specific emphasis on investing in and rejuvenating the
seaside resort of Weston-super-Mare (North Somerset Council, 2007).
As a means of strengthening the ‘larger than local’ level of regional planning in
England, the Labour Government, in 1999, established Regional Assemblies (RAs) and
Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) to produce regional spatial strategies and
regional economic strategies. The Bristol city-region was included within the SouthWest RA and RDA. A Draft Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) emerged in 2006 (South
West Regional Assembly, 2006). The plan identified a number of ‘strategically
significant cities and towns’ (including Bristol and Bath) and suggested that “the most
effective way for the Draft RSS to deal with future growth pressures and contribute to
a sustainable future for the region is to guide most development to a relatively small
number of places” (para 3.2.2), i.e. to concentrate growth within these cities. Although
the plan was quickly revoked it did express a strong pro-urban philosophy. RAs and
RDAs were abolished by the Coalition Government after the 2010 general election and
partially replaced by Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEP). The West of England LEP (coterminus with the former county of Avon) and comprising representatives from
business and local government is designed to promote economic growth and job
creation in the city-region.
Attempting to devolve some political power towards the cities the Conservative
Government, in 2016, proposed that the four authorities should come together as a
Combined Authority (with an elected mayor) with substantial powers over
transportation planning and to produce a spatial development strategy to act as a
framework for managing development across its area. In the event North Somerset
refused to join the new authority, which came into being in March 2017. However, a
Joint Planning Committee (interestingly including North Somerset) was established and
in the autumn of 2017 produced a draft Joint Spatial Plan for the city-region (Bath and
North East Somerset Council, Bristol City Council, North Somerset Council, & South
Gloucestershire Council, 2017).
The key challenge identified by the plan is to accommodate further population
growth through the provision of residential and employment land in combination with
a drive to support sustainable modes of transport. The plan includes proposals to build
105,000 additional homes by 2036, of which 33,500 dwellings in Bristol. The majority
of newly identified residential development is concentrated on 12 strategic sites,
including three proposed garden villages, which are mostly located in the ring and
require often heavy investment in sustainable transport. Furthermore, some of the
proposed new Strategic Development Locations in North Somerset and South
Gloucestershire fall within the Green Belt. This is justified on the basis that “avoidance
of the Green Belt [would result] in a strategy which would entail highly unsustainable
patterns of development, would have significant delivery issues and would severely
compromise the Plan’s objectives” (Bath and North East Somerset Council et al., 2017,
p. 20). With only a third of new housing (and population) to be accommodated in the
core city of Bristol and substantial greenfield development, including the release of
green belt land, the proposal seems to go against recent policies favouring urban
containment and reurbanisation.

– 29 –

In conclusion, it is clear that reurbanisation has occurred in the Bristol city region.
As this is a growing region the impact has been felt more in terms of a rising
population within the core city, rather than any loss of population in the surrounding
districts and so the proportion of city-regional population living within the core city has
increased only marginally. One of the characteristics of governance in the city-region is
that local public administration has been subject to a number of reforms and
reorganisations over a relatively short period. This has led to a less settled political
context for urban planning compared with other British conurbations. The spatial plans
that have been produced have varied in their commitment to urban containment and
reurbanisation, although it is possible to see considerable investment in urban
regeneration and consistent support for the Bristol and Bath Green Belt through the
period. Reurbanisation may have had some benefit for the urban core in terms of an
improving socio-economic profile, although gentrification is clearly an issue in some
quarters. On the other hand, the periphery lost amenity during the period of
peripheral growth and appears to be continuing to suffer from the effects of
centralisation (albeit in a growing and prosperous city region). Economic trends
inevitably lead to reactions and looking at the latest plan it seems that the political
support for continued urban containment and reurbanisation is less strong than a
decade ago.
Liverpool: almost ‘true’ reurbanisation
Liverpool is a major city in the North West of England lying within a city-region of 1.5
million people. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Liverpool rose from a small
coastal community to become the second port of the British Empire after London. In
the twentieth century, Liverpool suffered heavily from the decline of transatlantic
trade and industrial restructuring. There is a clear wealth gap with the national
average, and it is one of the lowest performing city regions in the country, although
recently it has been catching up. The economy is diverse with sectors such as
education, health and social care, public administration, port and logistics transport
and logistics, pharmaceuticals, chemicals, automotive and shipbuilding. While
Liverpool is the undisputed core, the wider urban region is characterised by a more
polycentric spatial structure consisting of many small and medium towns. The lands to
the east were dominated by coal mining until the late twentieth century, with St
Helens (100,000) as the largest town. The Wirral peninsula with Birkenhead (90,000) as
its main town, although generally considered a suburban hinterland of Liverpool, still
constituted an independent travel-to-work area at the time of the 2011 census.
Liverpool’s population peaked in the mid-1930s with a population of 870,000, but it
started to rapidly decline during the 1960s, losing more than 200,000 inhabitants in
two decades. Population decline continued into the 1980s and 1990s, with a slight
recovery since the millennium primarily driven by growth in the urban core (Table 8).
Initially, at least some of the population losses were compensated by the ring, but the
functional urban region was effectively experiencing counter-urbanisation since the
1961 census. The period since 2001 has been marked by gradual regrowth of the core
city population with growth of +10.3% taking the population to approx. 485,000 in
2016. Particularly striking has been the rapid rise in the city centre area since the
2000s (Figure 8). But it should be remembered that the very high rates of growth in
places like Liverpool city centre depart from a low base (Sykes, Brown, Cocks, Shaw, &
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Couch, 2013). Overall there has been a slight degree of reurbanisation with the
proportion of city-regional population living in Liverpool returning to 31.6% in 2016
from a low point of 29.6% in 1991 (Table 8).
Table 8. Population change in the Liverpool City Region, 1981–2016
1981
City of Liverpool
Ring
Halton
Knowsley
Sefton
St Helens
Wirral
Total (Liverpool City
Region)
Regional share of urban
core/trend

503,722
1,121,263
121,865
172,991
298,204
189,251
338,952
1,624,985
31.0%

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
2016
1981–1991 1991–2001 2001–2011 2011–2016
–1.1
–0.3
0.6
0.8
484,600
–0.4
–0.3
0.0
0.2 1,048,800
0.2
–0.5
0.6
0.2
126,900
–1.3
–0.1
–0.3
0.3
147,900
–0.3
–0.2
–0.3
0.0
274,300
–0.6
–0.1
–0.1
0.4
178,500
–0.2
–0.6
0.2
0.1
321,200
–0.6
–0.3
0.2
0.3 1,533,400
D

C

C

C

31.6%

Source: Census 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011, ONS PELAD 2016

Figure 8. Population change in the Liverpool urban region, 2001–2016

The slight recentralisation of population so far seems to have had a modest impact
on the socio-economic circumstances and dwelling prices of each district in the city
region. The core city of Liverpool, which was ranked as the most deprived local
authority district in England in the 2004, 2007 and 2010 iterations of the Index of
Multiple Deprivation, was only the fourth most deprived in the 2015 version. In
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contrast the more suburban local authority of Knowsley to the east of the core city
ranks as the second most deprived area in England. The city centre of Liverpool is
surrounded by a belt of some of England’s most deprived neighbourhoods, but severe
pockets of deprivation can also be found in former industrial towns like Birkenhead
and St Helens as well as areas with large post-war housing estates such as Kirkby and
Huyton (Figure 9). There is thus only very slight evidence that reurbanisation is
associated with reductions in urban deprivation but may have some negative socioeconomic consequences for surrounding areas. This reduction in deprivation in
combination with highest population growth is not yet reflected in dwelling prices in
the urban region, which are still the lowest in Liverpool, albeit together with Knowsley
(Table 9).

Figure 9. Multiple deprivation in the Liverpool urban region, 2015
Table 9. Median house price changes by district, 2001–2016 [All property types]
Year ending
Halton
Knowsley
City of Liverpool
Sefton
St Helens
Wirral

Dec 2000

Dec 2006

Dec 2011

Dec 2016

£55,950
£53,973
£52,000
£69,500
£55,000
£62,000

£115,000
£117,500
£119,000
£147,000
£118,304
£133,000

£115,000
£105,475
£110,000
£140,000
£135,950
£135,950

£135,000
£120,000
£120,000
£158,748
£130,000
£150,000

% change
2000–2018
141%
122%
131%
128%
136%
142%

Source: Office for National Statistics (Median house prices for administrative geographies: HPSSA
dataset 9)
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The spatial trends above are clearly interconnected with policy choices. Liverpool’s
1966 Housing Plan proposed demolition of 36% of all its homes and 70% of those in
the mainly Victorian ‘inner areas’ (Couch et al., 2009). The ‘decanting’ of displaced
inner city ‘slum’ residents was often not within the core city district, but to new
‘overspill’ estates and expanded towns, which were developed beyond the periphery
of the city (Meegan, 1989) – places like Kirkby, Runcorn, Skelmersdale, or even
Winsford 50km from Liverpool (under the Town Development Act 1952). This was
strategically combined with the development of industrial sites in close proximity to
these new settlements. In the inner areas, ‘slums’ were to be replaced by tower
blocks, subsidised by national government (Murden, 2006). By the mid-1970s some
160,000 people had been moved out of the core city as part of this plan, and many
others ‘decanted’ (displaced) within it.
With local government reorganisation in 1974 the County of Merseyside was
created as one of England’s new metropolitan countries, with district councils being
created out of the former Liverpool Corporation (which was the municipality for the
core city) and from the amalgamation of other local government districts establishing
the local government structure that still exists today. The geographical boundary of
Merseyside is noteworthy as a number of places that are functionally well integrated
are excluded, such as the new towns of Skelmersdale and Runcorn (the latter however
being now part of the Liverpool City Region), the industrial towns of Ellesmere Port
and Widnes, as well as the historic city of Chester. Southport in the far north of the
conurbation was initially not part of Merseyside but was included as a result of local
lobbying. The newly created Merseyside County Council was responsible for the
production of a County Structure Plan, a strategic development plan for the city
region, whilst the district councils were responsible for most local planning and
development control.
The Merseyside Structure Plan (1979) was adopted in a context of a declining and
decentralising population within the city region. The plan included proposals for an
extensive Green Belt around the built-up areas of Merseyside, within which new
construction would not generally be permitted and further policies for the protection
and enhancement of the countryside (Dockerill & Sturzaker, 2019). Significantly, the
plan sought not only to prevent the outward spread of urban development, but also to
direct investment into existing built-up areas to support urban regeneration.
Here was thus a manifestation of planning policy, which explicitly pursued urban
containment not only to address challenges of sprawl and counterurbanisation, but
also to foster urban regeneration and (implicitly perhaps) reurbanisation. This wider
metropolitan planning framework was however discontinued with the abolition of
Merseyside County Council in the mid-1980s. This, it has been argued, led to a more
piecemeal approach to local planning and an emphasis on project-led regeneration
and development rather than strategic coordination (Couch, 2003). As in other cities,
the 1980s, however, saw considerable resources being spent on physical regeneration
and land reclamation through initiatives such as the Merseyside Development
Corporation (MDC). As the 1990s arrived there also came an increasing focus on
neighbourhood regeneration and a greater role for local authorities through initiatives
such as City Challenge and measures to deliver private and social housing
refurbishment and area improvement schemes.
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The 1990s also saw very heavy investment in the city region from the EU under the
Merseyside Objective 1 programme which delivered a previously unmatched level of
funding support to physical and social regeneration across the city region, including in
its more peripheral communities like St Helens to the east of the core city (Parkinson,
2019). This support was again renewed in the 2000–2006 period and at an
intermediary ‘transition region’ level from 2007–2013. Coupled with more symbolic,
though influential, EU initiatives such as Liverpool’s year as European Capital of Culture
2008, such investment helped not only to fund physical and social regeneration but
also reposition the area (and in particular the core city Liverpool) as a dynamic and
more desirable ‘urban brand’. A city centre regenerated by a consumption, residential,
culture and leisure-based strategy seemed to epitomise this new ‘urbanity’.
During the relatively brief stint of regional planning in England, Liverpool was
covered by the Northwest Regional Assembly (NWRA) and the Northwest
Development Agency (NWDA). A Regional Planning Guidance document was adopted
for the North West region in 2007 and placed a strong emphasis on the urban
regeneration of the metropolitan areas of the region and in particular the cores of the
two principle city regions of Liverpool and Manchester. This was coupled with strong
targets for the reuse of previously developed land and the ‘sequential’ testing of
proposals for retail development to concentrate these in the existing commercial
centres and built-up areas. Nevertheless, considerable development took place in the
spatial in-between. The mid-Mersey area was designated a New Growth Point to
deliver family and aspirational housing substantially above and beyond the agreed
housing targets in the Regional Spatial Strategy, resulting in large-scale suburban
development in a few fringe areas in St Helens, Warrington and Widnes (CLG, 2008).
Equally, the NWDA was heavily involved in the delivery of regional strategic sites for
employment, not all of which were consistent with the planning logic set out above.
This period also saw the promotion of the Ocean Gateway initiative by the Peel Group,
a multi-billion pound investment scheme in the Liverpool and Manchester city regions,
which was moulded into a regional strategy shortly before the abolition of regional
planning (Dembski, 2015). It involved a mixed portfolio of massive regeneration
projects, primarily in the urban core, and investment in ports and logistics as well as
resource management in the outskirts. Strategic planning has since been devolved to
the newly established Liverpool Combined Authority, which has commenced working
on a spatial development strategy for the Liverpool City Region.
In conclusion, it is clear that reurbanisation has occurred in the Liverpool city
region. The fact that growth of the functional urban region is almost entirely driven by
the core makes this an almost true case of reurbanisation, in which the ring and the
functional urban region as a whole are declining. There has been a quite consistent
approach to urban containment dating back to the Merseyside Structure Plan and its
Green Belt of the 1970s and the focus of subsequent planning and regeneration policy
on urban regeneration and ‘renaissance’ also provides an important context to the
processes of reurbanisation (Couch & Fowles, 2019). The physical regeneration of
Liverpool city centre and parts of its waterfront has made it a more desirable place to
live as evidenced by rising population and a range of new and enhanced cultural, retail
and leisure offerings.
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Conclusion
English cities are recovering from decades of population decline and, in most cases,
the urban core has recently been growing faster than the outer ring, which implies a
clear trend reversal after a sustained period of counter-urbanisation. For many years
urban policy in England has been dominated by the aims of urban containment and
urban regeneration. Growing concern for sustainable urban development has
strengthened policies favouring urban containment whilst since the late 1990s market
forces have been working in the same direction as policy to facilitate urban
regeneration, particularly with regard to city centres and city centre housing
development. Nevertheless, it should be remembered that reurbanisation has so far
occurred during a period of national population increase, and urban growth as a whole
has only been slightly above the national growth rate.
The urban structure of England, and the UK as a whole, is dominated by the size and
economic power of London. This has had significant implications for the development
of other metropolitan areas across the country, in particular suburbia. There are
significant regional disparities, mainly between North and South, and even within the
North some urban regions do significantly better than others. Whilst the urban cores
appear to be recovering well, there are some problems in the urban ring where the
extent of population development appears to depend to some degree on the overall
economic performance of the urban region. This is clearly shown in the two case
studies of Bristol and Liverpool. Growth pressures are much higher in Bristol and
divided more evenly between core and ring, whereas in Liverpool most population
growth is absorbed by the core. This may simply reflect past trends of urban
regeneration in the core, which has taken off earlier in Bristol than in Liverpool. If
regional disparities remain and urban regions like Liverpool are not able to pick up,
some places in the ring will be facing significant challenges, in particular former
industrial towns and overspill estates. Strategies of local authorities to compensate
shrinking populations through new housing estates for commuters are not necessarily
strengthening their cores. Without matching employment growth, they are
exacerbating commuting and having a negative impact on sustainable development.
5. France
The French urban system is characterised by the dominance of Paris, with a population
of 9.5 million. The OECD metropolitan database identifies 14 other metropolitan areas,
many of which are located on the margins of the French territory, near the seas
(Bordeaux, Marseille, Nice, Montpellier and Toulon) and/or the borders (Lille,
Strasbourg and Grenoble), as though it was difficult for a city to grow in the shadow of
Paris. France is one of the least-densely populated countries in Europe with
metropolitan areas located far from each other, except in the Rhône–Alpes region with
Lyon, Grenoble and Saint-Etienne in close proximity.
The metropolitan tier is not clearly defined in public policies (Santamaria, 2016). In
the 1960s the national policy of métropoles d’équilibre defined eight metropolitan
areas to balance the attractiveness and weight of Paris (Toulouse, Bordeaux, Nantes,
Rennes, Lille, Metz–Nancy, Strasbourg, Lyon–Grenoble, Marseille and Nice). These
metropolitan areas received special investments from the central government to
improve their attractiveness (airports, cultural centres, higher education campuses,
large urban projects, etc.). In 1966, the government created the communautés
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urbaines. These intermunicipal bodies were designed to govern the larger
metropolitan areas. However, these bodies were only adopted for four large cities:
Lille, Bordeaux, Strasbourg and Lyon. In the 2000s, these administrative organisations
were extended to all the large cities, except Paris. A law in 2014 created the
métropoles, specific intermunicipal bodies for agglomerations of more than 450,000
inhabitants. The population threshold has been decreased since, so that there are now
21 métropoles. The aim of these entities is to get municipalities to cooperate in
exercising many competences (Geppert, 2017).

Figure 10. Metropolitan areas in France

National Trend of Reurbanisation
The growth of the metropolitan areas has been very steady. There have not been any
periods of absolute decline for this stratum of cities in France. Between 1968 and
2015, the total population of the metropolitan areas of more than 500,000 inhabitants
increased by over 40%. During the same period, the total population of the country
increased by 30%. There was a very slight shift towards population centralisation in the
larger cities. However, the pace of growth of medium-sized cities (between 100,000
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and 500,000 inhabitants) was quicker. Altogether, they gained 50% more inhabitants in
five decades.
The dominant picture for the 15 French metropolitan regions is population
decentralisation over the past decades (Figure 11). Metropolitan areas have
experienced centrifugal development throughout the whole period, with growth rates
being the highest in the couronne periurbaine or outer ring. In all but the most
industrial urban regions, the urban cores started gaining population again in the 1980s
after a mostly brief period of decline. The revival of the cores is particularly noticeable
since the 1990s, with growth rates approaching, and in Lyon, Nantes, Lille and Rouen
temporarily exceeding, these of the ring (Table 21 in the Appendix).
Paris is a very specific case. In 2015, the urban region of Paris comprised 12.5
million inhabitants. The cumulative total of the next fourteen largest urban areas is
14.3 million. Since 1982, growth has been less substantial in Paris (+2.1 million) than
for the 14 other large cities (+3.3 million), thus slightly closing the gap. The
demographic centralisation of population is less significant than the centralisation of
jobs. Between 1999 and 2015, the number of jobs increased by 14% for the whole
country and by 18% for the fifteen largest metropolitan areas.
2.5%

Annual Growth Rate
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Figure 11. Population change in metropolitan areas in France, 1968–2015

The economic disparities between French Regions are also reflected in differential
population growth. Metropolitan areas located in the north-east of France, such as
Rouen and Lille, are suffering from the weakness of their economic hinterland,
characterised by the decline of industry inherited from the nineteenth century
(textiles, steel making, etc.) and by the collapse of many Fordist factories (car plants,
electronics, food and petrochemical industries). Cities have a higher pace of growth in
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the west and the south of France, with the notable exception of Marseille, which has
suffered heavily from the decline of its port activities.
National Policy Context
National policies have, despite some rhetoric on the fight against urban sprawl, been
largely in favour of urban decentralisation up to the present. Devolution processes
since the 1980s have favoured population decentralisation around larger cities. In
1982, the State transferred the competence to produce local development plans to
municipalities. This process occurred in a country with more than 36,000 communes. It
has therefore encouraged population decentralisation because most municipalities
have welcomed population increases. The process started a few years before the law
was enacted, because the practices preceded the legal texts (Bauer & Roux, 1976).
These processes have often been cited as a key factor in explaining periurbanisation
(Desjardins, 2008). The forms of périurbanisation are linked to these institutional
characteristics. The urban areas of Paris, Lyon and Toulouse comprise of 1,788 and
501, and 453 communes respectively. Many authors have consequently argued that
sprawl does not exist in France, but a ‘scattering’ of urbanisation in many rural
communes surrounding large cities (Charmes, 2011, 2018).
The reorientation of housing policies in favour of personal subsidies, in place of
bricks-and-mortar subsidies, has also favoured periurbanisation. The important
housing reform launched in 1977 has been considered as a long-term catalyst for the
promotion of homeownership in large areas around cities. So, periurban areas are
analysed as places of middle-class residential development, pushed back from the
central areas by the high cost of housing and reluctance to live in the large social
housing estates built in the decades that followed WWII (Jaillet, 2004). Nevertheless,
some research has focused on showing the greater diversity of population dynamics.
Martine Berger (2004), for example, has clearly demonstrated the outward migration
of blue-collar workers, especially within the Paris periurban area.
The abundance of choice of housing in areas surrounding the core cities is also a
product of transport infrastructure investments. For example, road programmes have
often opened up vast areas to urbanisation, leading to inexpensive and substantial
land supply and competition. The development of road infrastructure has been the
main pull factor for low-density suburban and periurban residential and commercial
development (Desjardins & Manon, 2018; Wiel, 2007). Substantial investment in road
infrastructure had been very significant in large French cities, except for Paris. In the
capital, it was decided during this period to create a rail network as the backbone for
extending the agglomeration, mainly to the new towns (Desjardins, 2018), so the
periurban development is proportionally less significant than in the other metropolitan
areas.
Against the background of the trends outlined above, from around the year 2000,
there was a policy shift in favour of densification of the urban core. Two elements
explain this shift: environmental and social concerns about periurbanisation
(preservation of natural land and fuel consumption) and a national commitment to
foster the development of the nation’s ‘economic engines’, i.e. the larger cities,
through measures to support the process of the centralisation of jobs in large cities
(particularly after the 2008 economic crisis).
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Certain sectoral policies of the central government have thus clearly been
favourable to the large cities and their centres. Since 2008, the national policy for
universities has concentrated investment in the large metropolises, and more precisely
their centres, through the Plan Campus. France’s national health policy has also
favoured large cities. Many small hospitals in medium-sized cities have been closed.
France’s extensive welfare state has continued to contribute to supporting rural areas,
but the territorial investment of the central government has clearly become more
favourable to the large cities and their centres.
Meanwhile, urban legislation is more and more focused on limiting urban sprawl.
This is a notable development as previously urban sprawl has never been a main policy
concern in France because of the low density of the country (Beaucire, 2004).
However, since 2000 and the Solidarité et renouvellement urbains law, public policies
have shifted in favour of urban centralisation. The effect of low-density sprawl on car
dependency, the decline of agricultural land and the destruction of biodiversity have
come to the top of (some) political agendas. The legal framework to promote
densification was again reinforced in 2010 and 2014.
In recognition of some of the institutional issues which provide the setting for
spatial decentralisation, since the end of the 1990s, many laws have encouraged
municipalities to cooperate. This movement has been slow, and many elected officials
have been reluctant. But there are now around 1,250 intercommunalités whose
competencies on urban development frame municipal urban strategies, more or less
strongly. It has not totally erased but clearly decreased competition to attract
inhabitants between urban centres and peripheries, in favour of municipalities located
at the centre of large cities.
Bordeaux: strong urban growth in a context of sustained urban sprawl
Located on the Garonne, 100 kilometres from the sea, Bordeaux is at the centre of an
agglomeration of nearly 900,000 inhabitants in 64 municipalities, surrounded by a
‘periurban’ ring of more than 300,000 inhabitants. Since the closure of the oil
refineries (the last one in 1986), the extent of the basic industry has been modest. The
rubber industry is still present (Michelin) and other factories have been developed by
the state or overseas companies. A Ford factory has been located in Blanquefort since
1981 (but there are currently threats of closure) and an aerospace complex has
developed around the aerodrome of Mérignac and Saint-Médard-en-Jalles. It is the
tertiary functions that are the focus of job creation today, along with culture,
commerce and tourism. In the 1960s, the state supported this process, including the
creation of the central business district of Mériadeck. The centralisation of
administrative functions has recently been strengthened by the merger of the PoitouCharentes, Aquitaine and Limousin regions into Nouvelle Aquitaine, of which Bordeaux
is the capital. Bordeaux’s links with Paris were improved by the opening of a first part
of the Atlantic High-Speed Line in 1992 (Bordeaux is three hours from Paris), then by
the opening of a second part of the line in 2017 (Bordeaux is now two hours from
Paris).
Urban development in Bordeaux is characterised by decentralisation in the context
of strong growth throughout the whole observation period (Table 10). The population
of the city of Bordeaux fell sharply from 266,000 in 1968 to under 210,000 in 1982 but
has since recovered and is growing at an increasing rate. Initially, the highest
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population growth occurred in the continuously built-up area (unité urbaine), but since
the 1970s the pace of urban development is highest in the periurban ring. The
population of the extended core has grown by more than 20% between 1968 and
2015. However, during the same period, the population of the outer urban area nearly
tripled and the outer or periurban ring more than doubled so that the share of the
regional population living in the core has fallen below 50%. While the dominant trend
is still decentralisation, since the turn of the millennium the renewed attractiveness of
the central part has resulted in increased population growth. The population within
the city of Bordeaux increased strongly, from 215,000 inhabitants in 1999 to 250,000
inhabitants in 2015.
Table 10. Population change for the Bordeaux urban region, 1968–2015
Spatial unit (number
of municipalities)

1968

Core (13)
Central city (1)
Extended Core
(12)
Ring (239)
Urban area (51)
Outer Ring (188)
FUR (252)
Regional share of
urban core/trend

489,518
266,662
222,856

1968
–1975
0.2
–2.5
2.9

261,883
108,924
152,959
751,401
65,1%

2.4
4.9
0.4
1.0
D

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
1975
1982
1990
1999
–1982
–1990 –1999
–2010
–0.2
0.4
0.5
0.7
–1.0
0.1
0.3
1.0
0.3
0.6
0.7
0.5
2.7
3.2
2.1
0.9
D

Source: INSEE; own calculations
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2.0
2.4
1.6
1.1
D

1.0
0.9
1.0
0.7
D

1.5
1.0
2.1
1.1
D

2015
2010
–2015
1.2
0.9
1.5

601,376
249,712
351,664

1.8
614,393
1.8
302,983
1.8
311,410
1.5 1,215,769
D
49,5%

Figure 12. Population change in the Bordeaux urban region, 2010–2015

Poor people are over-represented in the city of Bordeaux. In 2015, the poverty rate
was 17.2% of the residents of Bordeaux city, 11.3% of those in the suburbs (urban unit
without Bordeaux) and 10.2% in the periurban ring. These spatial social characteristics
are linked to the distribution of the housing stock. Social housing is mostly
concentrated in the centre of the agglomeration.
At the same time, social polarisation is growing in the city of Bordeaux. Blue-collar
workers and employees represent 21.7% of the people over 15 living in the city of
Bordeaux, compared with 26% in the suburb and 27.7% in the periurban ring. The
contrast is increasing: there were 700 less blue-collar workers in Bordeaux in 2015
than in 2010, compared with an increase of 3,000 in the periurban ring. The
concentration of top managers and professionals in the centre was growing: they
represented 16% of people over 15 in Bordeaux in 2015 (compared to 14.5% in 2010)
and 11% in the periurban ring. To sum up these social trends, there is a growing
concentration of highly paid workers in the city centre, a stable poverty level, with the
poor still being concentred in the central areas, and an absolute decentralisation of
middle-class workers (blue-collar and employees). This triple movement of
gentrification, centralisation of poverty and periurbanisation of the middle-class was
described more than a decade ago by Jacques Donzelot (2004): it seems to be even
more visible today than it was then.
In Bordeaux, only three types of the Phelps and Wood typology (mentioned above)
could be found. The leafy suburbs and periurban developments are in the southwest,
towards the wealthy seaside resort of Arcachon. The urbanising periurban
developments are located around the agglomeration (except on the south-west part,
mentioned above). The expanding periurban area is located on the margin of the
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urban area where the share of families with children is the highest and the average
income per household relatively low.
In the middle of the 1990s, Bordeaux was described as a ‘sleeping city’, losing a
large number of inhabitants. The weakening local economy, the lack of strategic
cooperation between municipalities and the declining political leadership of the longtime mayor of Bordeaux Jacques Chaban-Delmas from 1947 to 1995 were considered
as elements explaining the decline of population in the city centre and some
surrounding municipalities (Cadiou, 2008).
Alain Juppé’s election as centre-right mayor of the core city authority of Bordeaux
in 1995 appears to have been an important factor in the renewal of urban planning
policies. A whole series of actions were launched as soon as he was elected in 1995:
rehabilitation of the docks, launch of the heritage centre, development of the right
bank (university complex, botanical garden) and in 2007 large parts of the core city
centre and waterfront were inscribed on the UNESCO list of World Heritage Sites. One
of Juppé’s main aims has been to concentrate development within the city centre and
to limit périurbanisation. This policy has been implemented through three types of
actions.
First, public transport. In 1995, a reflection on the reintroduction of trams to the
city was launched and in 1998 the local transport plan included this objective,
connecting the most central part of the agglomeration. Three tram lines were created
from 2000 to 2004, with a total length of 24.3km and 53 stations. Between 2004 and
2008, these were extended, with 36 new stations and 19.6km of additional tracks.
Extensions of existing lines are continuing, and the decision has been taken to build a
fourth tram line, which will open in 2019, with a length of 10 kilometres. The question
of whether to construct an underground metro system, which has long been the
subject of contested debates, has also returned in light of the success of such public
transport investments with the tram network having acted as an accelerator of urban
projects along its route (Godier, Owlet, & Tapie, 2018).
Second, major urban regeneration projects. The concept of a ‘development arc’
spread in the late 2000s. It included projects along both shores of the Garonne. The
development of the arc was predicated on the presence of available lands along the
Garonne, the construction of future bridges, and, in its western sector, relied on the
airport and university campuses. This unprecedented development opportunity gave
birth to Bordeaux-Euratlantique, a major development operation recognised to be of
national interest by the central government. Bordeaux-Euratlantique will transform
738ha on both sides of the Garonne, in the communes of Bègles, Bordeaux and Floirac.
The project involves the development of a business centre of more than 500,000m2 of
office floor space, including 300,000m2 near the railway station. About 25,000 jobs are
expected to be created. This operation will welcome 40,000 new residents, or 19,800
new homes and residences for students, elderly people and artists.
Finally, the densification of the existing neighbourhoods. During the 2000s, the
question of density emerged. The local urban plan of the communauté urbaine
approved in 2006 set new objectives: to fight against the subdivision of apartments in
the centre to improve its attractiveness to families, to intervene on brownfield sites, to
increase density and to develop urban regeneration projects to reinforce existing
centralities and to promote the construction of taller buildings. These goals have led to
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multiple development operations. In 2010, the communauté urbaine presented a
project to build 50,000 housing units around the tramway network.
The goal of reaching one million inhabitants by 2030 is an ambition shared by
elected officials since 2009. Alain Juppé has stated his ambition to lift Bordeaux into
the league of major European cities: “A million inhabitants, it is a sufficient size to
weigh on the international scene, while preserving the quality of life” (Juppé, 2013). In
2008, 5,000 homes per year were being built and it was estimated that it would take
another 9,000 per year to reach the goal by 2030 and in light of this the 2009 local
housing programme explicitly stated this goal.
In Bordeaux, there is a clear strategy to attract population and employment to the
centre of the agglomeration, but this has not yet resulted in reurbanisation as growth
in the ring is still higher. The continued efforts of Bordeaux, which have been boosted
by the establishment of Bordeaux Métropole, will result in further growth. Some of
Bordeaux’s inner suburbs have effectively become an integral part of the urban fabric
of the core. However, with gentrification increasing, sub- and periurbanisation is no
longer just a matter of choice, as it pushes families into the expanding suburbs at the
fringes of the urban region where housing is more affordable.
Rouen: periurbanisation in a stagnating urban region
Rouen is the capital of Normandy. Located on the River Seine 100 kilometres northwest of Paris and halfway between Paris and Le Havre, the commune of Rouen has
110,000 inhabitants. The city of Rouen is one of the most industrial cities in France.
The region has a long industrial tradition of textile and paper mills. Between the two
world wars, the petrochemical industry developed around Rouen. Since the 1950s, the
town of Cléon, 15 kilometres south of Rouen, has hosted a car factory, which currently
employs 5,000 workers. Reflecting wider trends, tertiary functions are developing,
thanks to tourism, public administration and also insurance. Rouen is the French
metropolitan area with the highest share of workers, accounting for 21.7% of the local
employment (compared with 20.1% for France). Many professionals and managers
living in Rouen actually work in Paris.
Table 11. Population change for Rouen, 1968–2015
Spatial unit
(number of
municipalities)
Core (13)
Central city
Extended core
(12)
Ring (263)
Urban area (37)
Outer ring (226)
FUR (276)
Regional share of
urban core/trend

1968

275,893
120,471
155,422

1968
–1975
0.5
–0.7

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
1975
1982
1990
1999
–1982
–1990
–1999
–2010
–0.6
–0.2
0.2
0.0
–1.7
0.1
0.4
0.4

2015
2010
–2015
0.1
–0.1

274,359
110,169

264,617
152,206
112,411
540,510

1.3
1.4
1.4
1.5
0.9

0.1
1.4
0.8
2.2
0.4

–0.3
1.0
0.7
1.3
0.5

0.0
0.4
0.1
0.6
0.3

–0.3
0.5
0.1
0.9
0.3

0.2
0.5
0.2
0.9
0.3

164,190
389,384
192,774
196,610
663,743

51.0%

D

D

D

D

D

D

41.3%

Source: INSEE; own calculations
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Figure 13. Population change in the Rouen urban region, 2010–2015

Rouen has been characterised by a long period of absolute then relative
decentralisation. Compared with other French metropolitan areas, population growth
has been very modest. This is clearly linked to an underperforming economy. Since
2008, the number of jobs has decreased in the whole urban area. It is mainly linked to
the decline of industry (an oil refinery closed and many factories have reduced their
number of workers). As noted above, the proximity to Paris means that many people
commute there to work, with 7000 doing so by rail every day. After heavy population
decline in the 1970s, population figures have recovered slightly. The outward
movement of population initially benefitted also the inner suburbs (urban area), but
since the 1980s development has been stagnating. The vast majority of population
growth occurred in the periurban outer ring. These patterns have been relatively
stable since the 1980s and are also visible over the latest census period (Figure 13).
The poor are mainly concentrated in the core city. The percentage of people below
the poverty line is 21,6% in Rouen, 15,7% in the suburbs (urban unit without Rouen)
and 7,6% in the periurban ring. This distribution is closely linked to the geography of
the social housing stock. The professionals and top managers are concentrated in
Rouen, where they represent 13.5% of the people 15 years and older, compared with
only 7.1% in the urban unit without Rouen and 7.5% in the periurban ring. As in
Bordeaux, the share of professionals and top managers is increasing in the city of
Rouen. They were 12,091 in 2010 and 12,764 in 2015. In the meantime, the proportion
of blue-collar workers slightly decreased, from 8.9% to 8.7%, and slightly increased for
the employees, from 15.7% to 15.8%. The share of blue-collar workers and employees
in the suburbs and the periurban ring has also stayed almost stable. It means that
there is a slight movement of increasing concentration of professionals and top
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managers in the city centre, but this trend is less marked than in Bordeaux, and there
is a stable proportion of middle-class workers in the centre of the agglomeration.
Suburbia presents a contrasting picture. The Phelps and Wood typology mentioned
above can be used to capture this variety. The town of Elbeuf (16,000 inhabitants) and
the surrounding municipalities can be defined as ‘suburbanising towns’. Elbeuf is an
old-industrial town. Since the 1950s, textile factories have been replaced by
automobile factories and the chemical industry. Today, this town suffers from a low
residential attractiveness and from competition from services and retail businesses in
Rouen. The suburban and periurban ‘leafy suburbs’ are mainly located north and west
of Rouen, not far from the university and the hospital. The plateau overlooking the
Seine Valley is traditionally more attractive to wealthy residents, lying above the fog of
the Valley. The first ring around the Rouen agglomeration and the expanding suburbs
in the periurban fringe of the urban area could be classed as ‘urbanising suburbs’ as
defined by Phelps and Wood, except for one important difference, there being no
increase in the number of rental flats in these areas dominated by single-family homes.
The Lower Seine Valley was a ‘laboratory’ of French regional planning after WWII.
One of the key ideas developed then, whose legacy is still visible today, was to impose
very strict limitations on urban development in some parts of the valley. For instance,
the harbour of Rouen is close to a natural regional park (Saunier, 2006). As a result of
such strategic planning choices, periurbanisation occurred not within the valley, but on
the plateau that lies above it, despite the efforts to contain this scattered urbanisation
(Moreno, 2016).
In 1972, a first master plan was approved for Rouen and its agglomeration. The
master plan promoted a strong economic reorientation in favour of the commune of
Rouen (tourism, retailing, leisure and culture). For the development around the
agglomeration, the plan focussed on peripheral small towns (Barentin, Elbeuf, BourgAchard) and a new town created in the 1960s (Val-de-Reuil). This plan was not
followed at all and it had assumed, and planned for, a much higher rate of
development than actually occurred. In addition, it was overwhelmed by uncontrolled
residential development of small villages.
A new master plan was approved in 2000. The document clearly raised the question
of controlling urban sprawl and proposed redevelopment on brownfield land. The
reinvestment of the core of the agglomeration during the following decade was
promoted and identified with three different kinds of action (Guermond, 2008):
-

The development of public transport. A tram line was opened in 1994 in Rouen,
with a length of 15 kilometres long. In 2001 and 2002, three bus rapid transit
lines were put into operation.
The transformation of the banks of the Seine. The regeneration of the docks
began on the right bank in 1999. This space quickly became a place used by
residents for walking. In 2002, the Seine-Ouest project aimed to redevelop 788
hectares west of the Guillaume le Conquérant bridge. This project involved the
construction of offices, a sports centre and the development of an urban park.
The emblem of the Seine-West project was the construction of the sixth bridge
over the Seine.
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-

The urban regeneration of eleven large social housing estates in nine
communes of the urban unit. This action was part of a national program for
urban renovation launched by the central government in 2003.

However, the master plan of 2000 was quite ambiguous. It allowed the
development of the peripheral shopping centres of Barentin and Tourville-la-Rivière,
which in 2000 already had 60,000m² of commercial space and did not clearly identify
the brownfield sites that could be redeveloped.
In the 2010s a clearer policy in favour of reurbanisation emerged. In 2008, a major
reflection on the development of the Paris Region was launched (Desjardins, 2018).
The architect Antoine Grumbach promoted the idea of a ‘Seine Gateway’. His idea was
that Paris needs to be linked to the sea, thanks to an improvement in its relationship
with the Normandy cities of the Seine (Brennetot, Bussi, & Guermond, 2013). This
project was welcomed by many stakeholders, including the national railway company
and port authorities, which had long encouraged investments in this corridor. For the
urbanisation of Rouen, one of the main effects of this strategy is the decision to move
the main railway station from the right bank to the left bank, so as to welcome the
new train line from Paris scheduled for 2030, and thus to develop a major urban
renewal project in this central part of the urban area, historically dedicated to industry
and the port. The lower quays of the left bank of the Seine have been turned into a
promenade of more than 3 kilometres, opened in 2017. On 90 hectares, a new
neighbourhood (écoquartier Flaubert) is under construction, including up to 2,700
dwellings, to be completed by 2030.
This transformation of the urban policy in favour of reinvestments in the centre of
the agglomeration is symbolised by the opening of the headquarters of the métropole,
the new intermunicipal body, on the left bank in 2017 (Sanchez, 2018). This building
emphasises the priority for the centre. In addition, it symbolises a new step in the
cooperation between communes. Inter-municipal cooperation has been traditionally
weak in Rouen, with intercommunalités that never included the periurban area and
that were sometimes hampered by the oppositions between the industrial and the
more bourgeoise communes (Guermond, 2008). The métropole, created in 2015, is an
important step. It brings together 72 communes and shares most of the structural
competencies to organise urban development.
In Rouen, the local policy in favour of reurbanisation is therefore relatively new. But
many decisions have been taken since the end of the 2000s which give coherence to
this project, now clearly promoted by the métropole: new urban regeneration projects,
investments in railway stations and urban landscaping in the city centre. However, the
city still suffers from a low residential attractiveness. In addition, the drivers of
periurbanisation are still present.
Conclusion
In Bordeaux and Rouen, the national levers in favour of reurbanisation are the same.
The central government has made many investments for the reurbanisation of the city
centre (in railway stations, public transport, universities and urban regeneration
projects). These national policies have been supported by local urban strategies for
compactness and the fight against urban sprawl. But these policies did not have the
same impact in the two cities for three main reasons:
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-

the intermunicipal cooperation is more mature in Bordeaux, which facilitates
the metropolitan strategy in favour of reurbanisation;
- the socio-economic context is much more favourable in Bordeaux; and
- urban regeneration projects started a decade earlier in Bordeaux.
These two cities illustrate the extreme cases in France: Rouen is one of the slowest
growing and Bordeaux is one of the fastest growing cities. While both cases still
experience continued decentralisation of population, Bordeaux seems to be on the
verge of a trend change with growth rates in the core approaching those of the inner
and outer ring. Rouen, in contrast, shows few signs of a trend reversal, and the outer
ring remains by far the fastest growing zone of the city.
6. Germany
Germany is a highly urbanised country with a balanced system of large- and mediumsized cities and urban regions. Besides large monocentric urban regions such as Berlin,
Munich or Hamburg, spatially extended polycentric urban regions like Rhine–Ruhr and
Rhine–Main characterise the territorial structure of the country (Figure 14). At the
national level, Germany is one of the most polycentric countries in Europe (Brezzi &
Veneri, 2015). At the same time, the country has seen a remarkable growth of its
urban cores during the last 15 years, driven by rural-urban migration as well as
international immigration. The recent patterns of population change indicate a
recentralisation of population in favour of both the core cities and their functional
hinterland (Brombach, Jessen, Siedentop, & Zakrzewski, 2017; Osterhage, 2018;
Siedentop et al., 2018).
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Figure 14. Metropolitan areas in Germany

National Trend of Reurbanisation
The spatial structure of the country has long been shaped by forces of demographic
and economic decentralisation. Like other developed countries, Germany can today be
considered a ‘suburban nation’ since a majority of people live in less dense, less
walkable and less socially diverse areas. The analysis of annually updated Census data
over the period 1980–2017, however, reveals a significant reversal of population
growth patterns (Figure 15). Whereas the German core cities underperformed during
the 1980s and 1990s and other – mostly suburban – areas experienced a tremendous
expansion of population size, a significant turnaround of core–ring relations emerged
in the 2000s.
The distinct nature of urban development in the two parts of Germany post WWII
suggests a more differentiated view on West Germany and the former GDR (East
Germany). It becomes clear that the shift from long-lasting suburbanisation to the
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more recent trend of (re)growing core cities is an exclusively West German
phenomenon. In East Germany, an intra-regional centralisation characterised the
urbanisation process during almost the entire observation period. This very specific
trajectory can be seen as an outcome of socialist industrialisation and urbanisation
policies which privileged selected major cities and industrial hubs as places of
concentrated industrialisation and housing development (Stanilov & Sykora, 2014;
Tosics, 2005). After Reunification, the pattern of uneven urban development has
continued to the benefit of state capitals. A notable period of suburbanisation in East
Germany in the second half of the 1990s remained a short experience, although it
considerably changed the social and built environment of the core cities’ fringes. In
West Germany, the core cites were able to stabilise their population base, but other
areas outperformed the growth rates of core cities. This stable trend over more than
thirty years came to an end with the turn of the millennium. Since then, the core cities
are growing faster than the rest of the country.

Figure 15. Population change in West and East Germany,1981–2017 (Source: Statistisches Bundesamt –
Gemeindeverzeichnis; Bundesinstitut für Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung (BBSR); own
calculations)
Notes:

Values for 2011 and 1988 (East Germany – Core Cities) have been interpolated; the peak in
2015 reflects the massive influx of refugees in this year

Nearly all German urban regions have experienced a phase of demographic
centralisation after the 2011 census (Table 22 in the Appendix). The mean annual
growth rate of the core was higher than that of the ring in all but one case (Munich).
The largest core–periphery divide can be seen in East German urban regions (e.g.
Leipzig and Dresden). In some urban regions the transition towards intra-regional
centralisation dates back even further than 2011. The strong reurbanisation trend is
driven by the economic renaissance of the core cities over recent years. The number of
employees grew by an impressive 13% between 2008 and 2015 and cities
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outperformed their functional hinterland. Although the economic core–periphery
divide is much smaller than the demographic one, it is likely that the massive creation
of new job opportunities in the metropolitan cores has encouraged their demographic
revival (Geppert & Gornig, 2010).
National Policy Context
At the federal and federal state (Länder) level, reurbanisation has never been a clearly
stated concern. National urban policies show a broad (in the sense of not specific)
understanding of the ‘urban’ (as metropolises, cities, towns, but also villages) and
there is no clear preference for addressing the needs of large cities. However, this does
not imply that national policies are having no impact on reurbanisation. They do, but
this is more an accepted side effect as will be discussed later. Due to the fact that
Germany is a federal and decentralised state (in particular with regard to spatial
planning, urban development and local government) it is important to distinguish the
impact of national legislative frameworks, funding schemes and policy programmes
from local decision-making. The result is a high degree of divergence between cities,
using and testing their freedom in a rather loose national framework made up of
financial incentives, framework laws and non-binding national spatial strategies.
The absence of an urban policy at the national level can be further explained by the
fact that only some of the German Länder are highly urbanised (North RhineWestphalia and the three city states in particular) while others are more rural (in
particular Lower Saxony, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Bavaria). This prevented a
common understanding of development needs and priorities. Neither a coherent
national strategy for urban development nor an explicit national urban policy exists to
date.
Furthermore, it should be noted that national policies do not discriminate cities,
towns and villages but usually refer to the legal notion of community (Gemeinde),
which means an institution of local self-government. The effect is that most policies
that may support reurbanisation are also accessible for towns and villages in suburban
and rural settings. One example for such a spatially diffuse ‘urban’ policy is the Urban
Development Assistance (Städtebauförderung), a national funding programme that
exists since the early 1970s. Due to the accumulation of urban problems (as an
outcome of deindustrialisation and population loss in large cities), Germany
experienced one of the rare moments in history when urban areas were a national
policy issue and when the national government was given the chance to intervene in a
domain of the Länder. In the following decades, large sums of public funding were
channelled through this programme to the benefit of towns and cities. The
involvement of the federal government in the match-funding of local tasks was new
and only possible because a reform in the fiscal relationships between the federal level
and the Länder had come into effect in the late 1960s (Gemeindefinanzreform 1970).
However, the implementation of these programmes is the competence of the Länder
and local governments, with federal government providing the resources without
intervening too much into the details.
Without any doubt, the Städtebauförderung contributed much to the
transformation of sub-standard houses into attractive accommodation for young
households (Altrock, 2012; Häußermann & Siebel, 1987) and – with a certain time lag –
to the recent population growth of cities. At the same time, the federal and Länder
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governments have never restricted these funds to large cities. Quite the opposite,
from 1995 to 2015 large cities received only 27% of the national funding budget
whereas 50% was distributed to rural towns and villages.1
In the 1990s, the issue of shrinking cities came onto the agenda, particularly in East
Germany. Against this background the federal government launched in 2002 a subprogramme of urban development assistance for the renewal of cities in Eastern
Germany (Stadtumbau Ost). Initially the programme financed the demolition of
housing estates in order to stabilise housing markets and undertake a ‘sustainable’
upgrading of urban neighbourhoods. This programme also requires match-funding
between the federal government, the Länder and the participating cities. In total, €2.7
billion have been spent via this programme alone between 2002 and 2013.2
Besides financial assistance there are some new regulatory instruments that may
have an effect on structural urban change. Revisions of the Federal Building Code in
2006 and 2013 gave priority to inward development (Innenentwicklung). However, the
Federal Building Code is valid for all municipalities and therefore the new regulation
applies also to smaller cities and suburban towns. Moreover, the Act does not define
quantitative targets to be met at the local level. It therefore can be concluded that the
legal demand for inward development contributed to the regeneration of inner-city
areas in larger as well as smaller towns, but it does not account for the massive
population growth in the metropolitan cores.
A national measure that has an enormous positive impact on suburbanisation is the
Pendlerpauschale, a tax incentive that fiscally equalises the costs of commuting. This
instrument makes even long commuting distances from rural areas to cities financially
acceptable and is therefore seen as one of the main drivers of city-to-suburb
movements. The abolition of the Eigenheimzulage (homeownership subsidy) in 2005
which substantially subsidised homeownership (€11.4 billion in 2004) obviously had
the opposite effect. Since its introduction in 1995, this instrument was criticised as an
incentive to out-of-town migration.
One of the most powerful – but definitely non-urban – policies for the benefit of
reurbanisation is related to higher education. The federal and Länder governments
have made strong efforts to expand the number of university graduates. The
expansion and improvement of universities and colleges was the most important pillar
of this large-scale programme. Since 2006, the number of first-year students has
grown by more than 40% (Destatis & WZB, 2018, p. 113) and many commentators
consider the influx of students into university cities as the main driver of
reurbanisation (Simons & Weiden, 2015).
Taken together, the reurbanisation phenomenon can therefore not be understood
as an outcome of an explicit urban policy. Spatial strategies at the national and Länder
level traditionally aim at balancing development between urban and rural regions in
order to ensure equivalent living conditions across the country (gleichwertige
Lebensverhältnisse). In a way, however, the back-to-the-city movement has been
encouraged by specific sector policies and the substantial national funding of urban

1

2

These figures are based on own calculations of data from the BBSR. The calculation only covers
Federal spending, excluding the match-funding by the Länder and municipalities.
http://www.staedtebaufoerderung.info/StBauF/DE/Programm/StadtumbauWest/stadtumbau_
west_node.html (14/02/2016)
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regeneration laid the foundations for the residential renaissance of inner-city areas as
middle-class neighbourhoods.
Frankfurt: non-selective growth only restricted by the airport
With a population of about 747,000, Frankfurt is the most important centre in the
Rhine-Main conurbation, which also includes the cities of Wiesbaden (279,000), Mainz
(215,000), Darmstadt (158,000) and Offenbach (127,000). Over recent decades, the
region has experienced dynamic economic development. During the time of the
German division, Frankfurt turned out to be something like the secret capital of WestGermany. Many large industrial companies, publishing houses and, above all, major
banks moved their headquarters to the city and its surrounding area (Kröhnert, Van
Olst, & Klingholz, 2004). Nowadays, approximately 62,500 people work for one of the
numerous banks in Germany’s global financial centre. Furthermore, Frankfurt is one of
the leading aviation hubs in Europe with approximately 81,000 employees on site at
the airport. In the shadow of Frankfurt, the other large cities of the region were able to
form distinct profiles as well. Wiesbaden, the capital of the federal state of Hesse, is an
administrative and service centre, whereas Mainz is the state capital of RhinelandPalatinate and known as a media centre of national significance. Furthermore,
Darmstadt carries the title ‘science city’ and is the home of universities with more than
40,000 students.
Table 12. Population change in the Frankfurt urban region, 1979–2017
1979
Frankfurt
Ring
Suburbs
Other large cities
Wiesbaden
Mainz
Darmstadt
Offenbach
Urban region
Regional share of
urban core/trend

628,203
3,254,289
2,544,851
709,438
273,267
186,200
138,661
111,310
3,882,492
16.2%

1979–1989
0.1
0.2
0.4
–0.3
–0.6
–0.5
–0.1
0.2
0.2
D

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
1989–1999 1999–2009
0.1
0.4
0.7
0.2
0.8
0.2
0.3
0.4
0.5
0.3
0.3
0.8
0.0
0.4
0.2
0.2
0.6
0.3
D
C

2017
2011–2017
1.7
746,878
0.8 3,812,134
0.8 3,033,458
1.0
778,676
0.5
278,654
1.1
215,110
1.4
158,254
1.4
126,658
1.0 4,559,012
C
16.4%

Notes: Data refer to population on 31 December of each year. Due to the latest population census in
2011 the database has changed and there is a gap between 2009 and 2011.
Source: Statistisches Bundesamt – Gemeindeverzeichnis; own calculations
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Figure 16. Population change in the Frankfurt urban region, 2011–2017

When looking at population development, it can be noted that the city region has
been growing since the beginning of the 1980s with the exception of only a few years.
In the 1980s and 1990s, the spatial patterns within the region were shaped by
processes of decentralisation (Table 12). Particularly the mid-1990s can be regarded as
a peak phase of residential suburbanisation. Extensive migratory movements from the
former East Germany, in combination with immigration from abroad, led to
widespread population growth in the Rhine-Main conurbation – capturing even the
outer fringe of the region. In contrast to the very dynamic developments in the ring
communities, the core city Frankfurt and the other large cities in the region generated
only moderate growth or even lost population. In addition, the suburbanisation wave
of that time came along with a long-lasting functional enrichment of suburbia (Hesse,
2010; Läpple & Soyka, 2007). However, after the turn of the millennium the situation
started to change considerably. In the course of the last decade the growth of
Frankfurt accelerated and outperformed the development in the suburbs. As a
consequence, it is possible to speak of a phase of reurbanisation in the region after
decades of suburbanisation. In particular Frankfurt saw a sharp rise in population
figures between 2011 and 2017. The annual growth rate reached around two percent
and in 2013 the population exceeded the 700,000 mark for the first time in the history
of the city.
In comparison to other large cities in Germany, Frankfurt, Offenbach and Darmstadt
are currently among the fastest-growing cities. This boom is backed by an impressive
increase of employees in the region. Since the beginning of the 1980s Frankfurt,
Mainz, Darmstadt and Wiesbaden expanded their employment base by around one
fifth. Nonetheless, this growth rate appears to be modest compared with the rapid
– 53 –

development in large parts of suburbia, where some counties like Alzey-Worms
(+105%) or Main-Taunus-Kreis (+78%) doubled the number of employees within the
same period. As a visible expression of this development huge office parks were
established in suburban municipalities (Jansen, Roost, & Wünnemann, 2016;
Knippenberger, 2015). In this growing environment Offenbach, a direct neighbour of
Frankfurt and a former centre of the leather industry, seems to be a striking exception,
as it faced substantial employment loss (–13%) over the last decades. However, as a
sort of suburbanising town, Offenbach experienced an influx of people working in
Frankfurt and benefitting from lower house prices and rents.

Figure 17. Quoted rents 2018 and 2012–2018 in the Frankfurt urban region

The population growth in the urban region has a strong impact on housing market
conditions. In Frankfurt rents are nowadays higher than anywhere else in Germany
except in and around Munich. Rental prices are also at a remarkably high level in
Mainz and Darmstadt as well as in the suburban hinterland between the main centres
of the region. Only communities at the outer fringe of the region, which are located at
a distance of almost an hour travel time to Frankfurt by car (without congestion), offer
the opportunity to achieve substantial savings on housing costs (Figure 17). Moreover,
recent years have witnessed a significant increase of rents. Since the beginning of the
decade the rental prices have risen by more than 20 percent in large parts of the city
region within a short period of time.
The tense housing market situation leads to the question of affordable housing for
low- and middle-income households. Despite the prosperity and wealth in the region,
in some cities a substantial share of inhabitants is dependent on social transfer
payments. In 2016, more than twelve percent of the population in Frankfurt were
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entitled to basic support for job seekers and their families (SGB II). The rate amounted
to 14.5% in Wiesbaden and 18.1% in Offenbach. Against this background,
displacement is an acute issue in Frankfurt. Gentrification processes are currently
taking place in the quarters around Frankfurt main station and in some traditional
working-class neighbourhoods (Schipper & Wiegand, 2015). But instead of moving to
suburban areas, disadvantaged groups tend to seek niches in the core city housing
market. As mentioned above, an interesting change can be observed in Offenbach. The
city was regarded as the unloved and poor little neighbour of Frankfurt for a long time,
but over time more and more households have discovered the city as an attractive and
less expensive place to live. In contrast, most of the wealthy ring communities do not
appear to be an affordable alternative. Although the share of benefit recipients has
increased, it is still at a level between five and eight percent in most cases and,
therefore, much lower than in the core city, Frankfurt.
Table 13. SGB II rate (indicator of social deprivation) Frankfurt urban region, 2011-2016

Frankfurt
Ring
Suburbs
Other large cities
Urban region

SGB II rate (%)
Dec 2016
12.3
8.4
7.2
13.1
9.1

Change of SGB II rate (pp)
2011–2016
–0.2
0.3
0.2
0.4
0.2

Source: Statistik der Bundesagentur für Arbeit; own calculations

In terms of regional and urban planning policies, the access to affordable housing
has been the dominant issue in the recent past. In the course of the preparation of the
next regional land use plan, the Regional Authority Frankfurt Rhine Main has identified
a need of 166,000 additional dwellings until 2030 for a planning region with roughly
2,2 million inhabitants.3 Whilst housing land supply is generally sufficient to meet the
projected housing need, there are almost no development capacities left in the cities
(Frankfurt, Offenbach and Hanau). In the past, rather strong processes of
suburbanisation changed the fabric of settlements in the region, being the prototype
of what Sieverts labelled Zwischenstadt (Bördlein, 2001; Sieverts, 2003). In fact, in
particular in the 1980s, housing was not a priority of local politics in Frankfurt when
the inner city was transformed into a global hub for financial and other advanced
producer services (including investments in urban amenities such as the museums at
the Museumsufer) (Keil, 2011). One remarkable measure to limit land consumption
and provide for high quality green space was the green belt project from 1991 (Keil,
2011). The green belt was promoted by the coalition of the Social Democrats and the
Greens to keep a connected system of green spaces surrounding the city and to
develop the areas for leisure activities (parks and cycles paths). Since then, the
distribution of growth has changed as Frankfurt is now a fast-growing city with more
modest suburbanisation still taking place as the region as a whole is growing. Housing

3

Presentation to the Planning Committee of the Regional Authority Frankfurt Rhine Main on 30
November 2017 by Antje Kosan “Bestandsaufnahme Wohnbauflächen: Potenziale und Hemmnisse im
Verbandsgebiet”
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problems are pressing in the city at the moment and were a big issue in the last
mayoral electoral campaign.
Local government in Frankfurt responded with the redevelopment of two major
areas: one right in the city centre (Europaviertel), the other at the urban fringe in the
north-west (Riedberg). The Europaviertel was developed as a dense mixed-use area
with an estimated number of 3,500 dwellings and 30,000 jobs on an area of 45ha
(completed in 2015) on the former central goods yard. The Riedberg area at the northwestern fringe is a residential area with university campus with medium density for
15,000 residents and 3,000 jobs (8km from the city centre). The settlement is
characterised by single-family houses and two- to four-storey apartment houses.
The more recent developments – that may be considered as an active
reurbanisation strategy – can be found in Frankfurt Eastend: a mixed-use area with
industrial uses close to the city harbour. The Eastend used to be a low-income
neighbourhood with partly derelict houses that now experiences a transformation –
not least because the European Central Bank has located in the area (Mösgen &
Schipper, 2017). In legal terms the area is partly an urban regeneration area
(Sanierungsgebiet with Milieuschutzsatzung) which implies public investments in green
spaces close to the Main river as well as cultural and social infrastructures. In addition,
the instrument allows local government to mitigate gentrification, which is often an
unwanted side effect of urban regeneration policies.
A new residential area for an estimated 30,000 residents is currently planned in the
northwest next to the A5 motorway on a green field. Reurbanisation is not an explicitly
defined policy goal in the Rhine–Main area – it just happens. However, land to
reurbanise is becoming a scarce resource in Frankfurt. The Europaviertel was relatively
easy to realise as the former railway sidings allowed the planning of a new district
from scratch. Such sites do no longer exist within the built-up area of the city, calling
for regional solutions for new housing.
The Regional Authority (Regionalverband) FrankfurtRheinMain is responsible for the
regional preparatory land use plan (regionaler Flächennutzungsplan) (Regional
Authority FrankfurtRheinMain, 2014). The preparatory land use plan is in principle a
municipal plan, but in the Frankfurt/Rhine-Main region this task was shifted to the
Regional Authority in 2001. It covers 75 municipalities and is considered to be an
innovative instrument for the coordination of land use in dense metropolitan areas.
The plan has to be developed in collaboration with the state government responsible
for regional planning (Regierungsbezirk). This illustrates the rather fragmented and
complex character of metropolitan governance in the Rhine-Main region. Recent
attempts to create an even bigger metropolitan region (covering an area with fuzzy
boundaries and more than 5 million inhabitants, including parts of Bavaria
(Aschaffenburg) and Rhineland-Palatinate did not result in an effective governance
arrangement.
The regional land use plan controls the location and density of new developments
but does not regulate details of urban design. The Regional Authority seeks to
implement the general principles of German land use planning and gives priority to
brownfield development and the inner cities along the major public transport axes.
However, exceptions from these general development principles are possible and
widely accepted. As a consequence, parallel processes of re- and suburbanisation can
be observed in an extensively growing region. Besides Frankfurt, medium-sized cities
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with good public transport connections, such as Bad Homburg, Kronberg or – more
recently – Langen, are witnessing strong pressures on the housing market. However,
beauty of landscape and distance from the airport make a difference. Due to the flat
hierarchies of cities and towns in this polycentric region the Regional Authority
distributed potential for growth evenly between the cities (Frankfurt, Offenbach and
Hanau) and the smaller towns. Endless growth, however, is restricted by the airport
and a no-growth attitude increasingly observable in suburban towns. Restriction zones
based on noise pollution in the approach corridors of the airport clearly divide the
region. Interestingly, the larger cities are most active in planning new settlements,
while municipalities in the surrounding areas hesitate to do so (Regionalverband
FrankfurtRheinMain, 2017).
In conclusion, the Frankfurt urban region has grown continuously since the 1980s,
including its urban core. Frankfurt recovered earlier than the other cities in the region
from urban decline and together with the other larger cities in the region now drives
growth. Over the last decade, there is a clear trend of population centralisation in the
urban core as well as other cities after decades of suburbanisation. The role of policy is
ambivalent, as Frankfurt’s urban development strategy focussed mainly on job growth
and the bottom-up planning system in Germany allocates development potential fairly
across both core and ring, notwithstanding general principals of sustainable
development. With housing land supply in the urban drying up, the growth of the
Frankfurt urban region seems increasingly dependent on the ring.
Dortmund: reurbanisation of a former steel town
Dortmund is part of the Ruhr agglomeration, an area of more than five million
inhabitants and thus one of the largest conurbations in Europe. As a polycentric urban
region, the ‘ring’ of Dortmund (587,000 inhabitants) includes the core cities of Essen
(583,000) and Bochum (366,000). The Ruhr experienced strong growth during the
waves of industrialisation in the nineteenth and early twentieth century but since the
1960s, it has been faced with a dramatic structural change of its economy that was
dominated by mining and steel industries. Since the 1980s, however, Dortmund and
Essen have been relatively successful in gaining new employment in knowledgeintensive industries and the service sector. Nevertheless, from the all-time peak in the
mid-1960s Dortmund as well as the nearby core cities of Bochum and Essen had to
cope with a population loss of between 10 and 25%. Since the mid-1980s however, the
population decline appears to be rather moderate.
With a view on the larger urban region it can be stated that Dortmund has long
been shaped by suburbanisation (Table 14). The core cities lost population during the
1980s and 1990s, whereas the suburban part of the ring experienced moderate
population growth. But in the 2000s a trend reversal became evident. The populations
of Essen, Dortmund and, to a lesser extent, Bochum are re-growing since the census
year 2011, and – more importantly in this context – the core is outperforming the
suburbs since the turn of the millennium. Inner-city neighbourhoods experienced the
strongest population growth in the recent past and this specific pattern marks a radical
break with former trends of population change in the region.
Table 14. Population change in the Dortmund urban region, 1979–2017
1979

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
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2017

Cores
Dortmund
Essen
Bochum
Ring
Suburbs
Other large cities
Gelsenkirchen
Hagen
Hamm
Herne
Bottrop
Recklinghausen
Urban region
Regional share of
urban core/trend

1,665,469
609,969
652,503
402,997
2,689,775
1,574,066
1,115,709
306,338
220,680
171,602
183,076
114,524
119,489
4,355,244
38.2%

1979–1989 1989–1999 1999–2009 2011–2017
–0.3
–0.2
–0.3
0.4
–0.3
–0.1
–0.2
0.4
–0.4
-–0.4
–0.4
0.5
–0.2
0.0
–0.4
0.1
0.1
0.3
–0.4
0.0
0.2
0.5
–0.4
0.0
–0.2
–0.1
–0.5
0.1
–0.6
–0.3
–0.8
0.1
–0.4
–0.3
–0.8
0.0
0.4
0.1
0.0
0.3
–0.4
0.0
–0.6
0.2
0.3
0.3
–0.3
0.0
0.3
0.1
–0.5
–0.3
–0.1
0.1
–0.4
0.2
D
D
C
C

1,535,522
586,600
583,393
365,529
2,590,103
1,575,669
1,014,434
260,305
187,730
179,185
156,490
117,364
113,360
4,125,625
37.2%

Notes: Data refer to population on 31 December of each year. Due to the latest population census in
2011 the data base has changed and there is a gap between 2009 and 2011.
Source: Statistisches Bundesamt – Gemeindeverzeichnis; own calculations

Figure 18. Population change in the Dortmund urban region, 2011–2017

However, the recent growth of Dortmund and neighbouring core cities is rather
modest compared to other German major cities (Table 22 in the Appendix). The main
reason for this lies in the long-lasting economic restructuring process which manifests
itself in relatively weak employment growth, accompanied by social deprivation well
above the German average and structural deficits of housing supply. With the
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exception of Bochum, the number of employees who are subject to social insurance
requirements stagnated since the beginning of the 1980s (–4% in Dortmund, 0% in
Essen) while many major West German cities such as Hamburg (+19%), Cologne (+23%)
Frankfurt (+18%) or Munich (+21%) were able to considerably expand their
employment base over the same period.
The relatively weak economic performance is also reflected in a high share of
persons in households entitled to receive social transfer payments (SGB II) (Table 15).
In 2016, 18.8% of the working age population in the urban core (Bochum, Dortmund
and Essen) received social benefits. The SGB II rate is significantly higher than those of
the suburban ring (12.4%) and the German average (9.5%). Since 2011, the core cities’
SGB II rate has increased by 1.5 percentage points, while the suburbs’ rate grew by just
0.8 percentage points. Given the only marginally higher rent levels in the cities,
displacement and thus a suburbanisation of poverty is not yet an issue, despite
significant increases in Dortmund (Figure 19). However, a look at the individual figures
of suburban municipalities reveals a number of cases with very high SGB II growth
rates. This particularly applies to economically lagging secondary cities (e.g.
Gelsenkirchen, Herne and Hagen) and some first-ring suburbs (e.g. Bergkamen).
Nevertheless, reurbanisation has not resulted in gentrification and social displacement
from central neighbourhoods to fringe locations and this is unlikely to be a major
concern for the future.
Table 15. SGB II rate (indicator of social deprivation) in the Dortmund urban region, 2011–2016

Core
Dortmund
Essen
Bochum
Ring
Suburbs
Other large cities
Urban region

SGB II rate (%)
Dec 2016
18.8
19.3
20.0
15.9
14.0
12.4
19.4
16.5

Source: Statistik der Bundesagentur für Arbeit; own calculations
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Change of SGB II rate (pp)
2011–2016
1.5
1.2
1.6
1.9
1.3
0.8
2.1
1.4

Figure 19. Quoted Rents 2018 and 2012–2018 in the Dortmund urban region

When looking at the relevance of regional and urban policies in this context, the
economic recovery as well as the demographic consolidation of the core cities have
been key aspirations for decades. The transformation of the industrial economy
offered a lot of space for redevelopment within the city but also at the urban fringe. A
comparison of the land-use plans from 1964, 1985 and 2004 demonstrates that
Dortmund has sought to re-use brownfields (sites of the mining and steel industry, also
railway sites and military conversion areas) in the inner city (e.g. Tremonia and
Güterbahnhof Ost) but also allowed for extensive developments at the urban fringes
(in particular in the north-west). Due to the annexation of small villages in the past,
Dortmund is a large city with a territory of 280km2 with a village-like structure at the
fringe. Since the mid-1990s, these areas in the north were used to develop residential
neighbourhoods with attractive single-family homes for suburbanites within the
territory of Dortmund while inner-city development remained a minor priority. This
strategy was also motivated by the idea to enable homeownership as Dortmund was
formerly known as a city of renters and social housing (Osterhage & Thabe, 2012). The
Lake Phoenix project in the south, where the site of a former steel plant has been
transformed into a high-income neighbourhood with an artificial lake of 24 ha (with
marina) in the mid-2000s is the showcase for this. At the same time, Dortmund
actively promoted and developed the inner city as a shopping and retail centre for the
eastern sub-region of the Ruhr.
The focus on single-family houses and low- to medium-density settlements is
changing at the moment as Dortmund displays a modest but continuous growth of
population. In fact, the urban form at Lake Phoenix turned out to be rather dense and
includes also multi-family houses. So, being one of the biggest urban transformation
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projects in Germany, Lake Phoenix perhaps marks the turning point in Dortmund’s
urban development approach. The strategy Zukunftsprogramm Dortmund 2030
indicates densification and redevelopment in inner-city areas as a clearer priority in
urban planning.
With a view on regional policies, the establishment of the Regionalverband Ruhr
(Regional Association Ruhr) and its legal mandate of regional planning will open up a
new chapter of regional development. Although the Ruhr has always been considered
to be a ‘region’ due to the shared history of heavy industry and structural change, its
territory was fragmented in terms of regional planning powers for more than 30 years.
The Ruhr was subdivided into three regional planning jurisdictions, thus hampering
integrated approaches to urban restructuring. In 2009, statutory regional planning was
given back to the Regional Association and since 2012 a new regional plan has been
under preparation.
However, the impact of regional planning policy on reurbanisation seems to be
rather moderate. Although the Ruhr was a shrinking region for a long period, local and
regional planning policy allowed for massive urban growth in suburban areas. The
polycentric settlement pattern was kept – also in terms of territorial development
policies – at least until the early 2000s. The International Building Exhibition Emscher
Park (1989–1999) supported more than 130 projects spread all over the region. Since
then, the decentralised approach has been slowly given up in favour of a
deterritoralised development model. The approach now being pursued is focussing on
lead markets (Leitmärkte), which ultimately gives an advantage to bigger cities (such as
Dortmund) as these are the sites where universities and technology parks are situated.
In sum, a clear trend of reurbanisation in the urban region of Dortmund is evident.
The current pattern of intra-regional divergence of population change – growing core
cities and a declining population in the suburbs – has however not yet resulted in a
social divide marked by prosperous cores and socially deprived suburbs. Whether such
a trajectory is probable in the future is difficult to assess at the moment. Instead of
gentrification and suburbanisation of disadvantaged social groups, an intra-urban
process of social fragmentation in core cities and the suburban area seems to be more
realistic. This does not exclude the possibility of more frequent moves of low-income
households from core to suburban locations in weaker housing markets and – in
consequence – growing social-spatial inequalities between the core and the ring.
Larger secondary cities in the region might be the preferred target areas of such
socially selective intra-regional migration. Economically lagging cities like Hagen or
Herne show clear symptoms of ‘suburbanising towns’ with higher rates of population
decline and high concentrations of poverty. Other parts of the suburban landscape are
in contrast characterised by a coexistence of a few expanding suburbs (e.g. Olfen at
the northern fringe) and a larger number of declining suburbs (e.g. Datteln). This
specific pattern of isolated growth within seas of stagnation and decline clearly
distinguishes Dortmund and the Ruhr region from other metropolitan areas in
Germany. In terms of urban (re-)development approaches, policies of densification (or
re-urbanisation) and inner suburbanisation still coexist in recent development
approaches. Reurbanisation is no major priority for Dortmund and the Ruhr. This is
also influenced by the regional plan that aims at a balanced distribution of growth
potentials in the Ruhr. The relatively weak performance of the suburban ring around
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Dortmund has not yet been taken up as a development priority – at least not in the
context of city-to-suburb relationships.
Conclusion
Since the turn of the millennium, Germany has experienced an unprecedented trend
reversal from sub- to reurbanisation. In nearly all urban regions, a significant pattern of
demographic centralisation in favour of the core cities and even inner-city areas has
evolved. Only within the very last years a certain revival of suburbanisation is
conceivable due to massive shortages of affordable housing and a noticeable decrease
of development capacities in areas of high centrality. At the same time, a vast variation
of suburban development trajectories from stable growth to accelerated decline
characterise the recent patterns of urban restructuring in Germany. In most urban
regions, the suburban hinterland experienced moderate population and job growth.
Suburban decline is still a spatially selective issue that can be found in East German
urban regions, in the hinterland of post-industrial cities such as Dortmund and in
peripheral (exurban) municipalities with poor accessibility. A relatively new
phenomenon is the rejection of growth in affluent suburbs of prosperous urban
regions like Frankfurt, Munich or Stuttgart. Regional and local planners report on
increasing problems in gaining local acceptance for new residential or commercial
developments.
The striking transition from suburbanisation to reurbanisation is first and foremost
an outcome of macrostructural economic and social change. The new attractiveness of
inner-city areas to people and firms seems to be rather preference- and market- than
policy-driven, with post-Fordist development of the German economy and society as
background drivers. With regard to spatial policies and planning, reurbanisation has
never been a clearly stated concern at the federal or Länder level. Until today, there is
no clear preference for urban policies addressing the needs of large cities. Their
residential renaissance is a rather the unplanned by-product of specific sector policies
and spatially non-selective funding schemes for urban regeneration.
7. Netherlands
As one of the most densely populated countries in Europe, the Netherlands has been
described by some as one gigantic urban region – according to some OECD and ESPON
definitions there are no predominantly rural areas – even though there is no city over
a million inhabitants (BBSR, S&W, & LLKT, 2014; OECD, 2011). The compact,
polycentric urban structure of the country as well as the concentration of population in
its western part has been visible for centuries and is largely the result of geographical
features such as sea access, flood protection and soil quality (Van der Cammen & De
Klerk, 2012). More recently, spatial planning efforts have attempted to actively guide
urban development or even change the shape of the urban structure by identifying
protected areas, constructing transport infrastructure and providing subsidies for
housing at particular locations. Most of these interventions occurred in the second half
of the twentieth century and followed different logics of dispersal and concentration
and have had mixed success.
Although it is true that even the most remote regions of the country are now
relatively well-connected and have easy access to urban amenities and services
(thanks in part to the presence of a sizable provincial city), some general distinctions
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can still be made. The present urban structure of the Netherlands can be roughly
divided into three parts: a dense polycentric urban network in the western part of the
country (i.e. the ‘Randstad’ comprising Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Utrecht and The
Hague), an intermediate zone of mid-sized cities and a mostly rural periphery (Figure
20). This typology, however useful for analytical purposes, is by no means universally
accepted and has no official status. Even the concept of Randstad, which, along with
the Green Heart at its centre, has entered common parlance and national government
policy, is not officially delineated and also challenged on empirical grounds (Ritsema
van Eck, Van Oort, Raspe, Daalhuizen, & Van Brussel, 2006). In addition, analytical
distinctions can also be made between core cities and their suburbs. Not all
municipalities adjacent to a core city qualify as a suburb: sometimes the inhabitants
are too few to qualify as a ‘suburb’ and sometimes they are oriented to a different city.
Statistics Netherlands has defined city regions, the so-called COROP areas, on the basis
of commuting data to the core cities, which provide a reasonable estimate of suburban
areas.

Figure 20. Metropolitan areas in the Netherlands
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Long-term national policy and demographic trends
From population and housing data, we can state with reasonable confidence that the
second half of the Twentieth Century was a turbulent time for Dutch cities. The early
post-war decades saw a rapid expansion of the housing stock to make up for stagnant
war-time production and war-time damage as well as accommodating the subsequent
baby boom. This was also the well-documented ‘golden’ era when national housing
and planning policy joined forces to designate urban extensions, new towns and
growth centres (Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994). The growth centres policy, for example,
provided massive subsidies to rapidly create self-sufficient settlements based on the
garden city model, reaching a construction peak of approximately 130,000 dwellings
per year in the 1970s. Rotterdam and Amsterdam had roughly the same number of
homes built in growth centres in their vicinity (Musterd, Jobse, & Kruythoff, 1991).
Since jobs did not follow homes in sufficient numbers, many growth centres effectively
became suburbs of their ‘donor’ city, a situation which was exacerbated by granting
tax deductions to commuters (a policy which has been heavily criticised over the
decades but has proved too politically risky to abolish).
This state-sponsored decentralisation of population, particularly from the large
cities in the Randstad, coincided with rapid deindustrialisation and two economic
shocks (oil crises) in the 1970s. As a result, cities were challenged by high
unemployment, derelict industrial sites and budgetary problems. The loss of domestic
middle-class population was only partly offset by immigration from abroad following
decolonialisation (Musterd, 2014). By the mid-1980s, the population of the two largest
cities, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, had bottomed out. Meanwhile, the growth centres
policy was still in full swing.
At the national level, the impact of the growth centres on cities was explored in the
1976 urbanisation report, but it was not until the adoption of a 1985 green paper on
urban areas that the national government decided to phase out the growth centres in
favour of a ‘compact city’ policy (Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994). In 1988 the national
government published its landmark Fourth Report on Spatial Planning that sought to
bolster the economic base of the big cities to make them competitive in the Single
European Market. In addition to major investments in transport infrastructure to
improve the accessibility of the two ‘mainports’ – the port of Rotterdam and Schiphol
Airport – the Fourth report identified ‘key projects’ in cities which generally entailed
increasing densities near rail stations.
This policy was followed up in 1991 by the Fourth Report Extra (Vinex), which added
new ambitions to the Fourth Report’s pro-city policies. Specifically, it sought to actively
promote the ‘compact city’ and allocated block grants to regions for housing
development at sites within or contiguous to major cities. Minimum densities and
public housing quotas were imposed for eligibility. This policy is generally considered
to have been successful in terms of steering development (Van der Wouden, 2015) but
has had a mixed impact on urbanisation. The sites within cities generally contributed
to compact development, whereas many at the urban fringe are virtually
indistinguishable from other suburban developments. Interestingly, Vinex has entered
the collective imagination as being synonymous with large-scale suburban
development, the other aspects of this policy being generally disregarded by all
besides planning professionals. One side effect of the Vinex policy was to encourage
land speculation: the designation of sites by the national government created a frenzy
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of trade in these locations, driving up land prices (and arguably lowering the quality of
the homes built). In addition to housing, the Vinex introduced its ABC policy to guide
businesses to appropriate sites: those with many customers and employees (offices
and retail) should locate at transit-oriented inner-city locations, while car-dependent
out-of-town sites should be reserved for only light industrial or logistics enterprises.
Unlike housing, the ABC policy was relatively ineffective.
The Vinex was the last great national effort to steer urbanisation. Since 2000 the
national government has increasingly decentralised and deregulated its planning
policies, privatised and defunded the housing associations and phased out its subsidies
for urban renewal (Evers, 2018; Zonneveld & Evers, 2014). As a result, local
government, provinces, the European Union and market forces have become more
significant drivers of urban development than the national government.
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Figure 21. Population change in the Netherlands, 1972–2018 (Source: CBS)

The demographic fortunes of cities did change according to the above-mentioned
shift in policy priorities (Figure 21): a clear decentralisation coincided with the growth
centres policy and a clear reurbanisation is apparent since the compact city was
introduced. Nevertheless, Amsterdam and Rotterdam have yet to reach their 1960
population levels (although Amsterdam is rapidly closing the gap) and in relative terms
are far less dominant in their urban region. Moreover, the rest of the country has also
been gaining population as well. As a result, post-1985 reurbanisation for the most
part should not be construed as a massive influx to cities, rather as a relatively equal
distribution of population growth over cities and other areas. It is only relatively
recently (post-crisis) that large Dutch cities have grown faster than elsewhere. In
addition, density gradients for dwellings and population have become steeper within
the built city (Broitman & Koomen, 2019). Whether or not this reurbanisation is a
temporary phenomenon or structural is the subject of much debate and speculation.
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At the same time that reurbanisation seems to be taking hold, we can also observe
that the city/suburb dichotomy is becoming increasingly inadequate to describe
functional relationships in the Netherlands, especially in the polycentric Randstad area.
Tordoir et al. (2015) describe the outcome as converging functional networks and
Hornis and Ritsema van Eck (2008) as overlapping urban regions. This is reflected by
developments in commuter data: average distances rose from 15km in 1995 to 19km
in 2016 and, by 2012, those working within their own municipality had become a
minority (PBL, 2018). In addition, more and more people, particularly the highlyeducated, now travel between two core cities for work, a development which defies
the traditional city/suburb model and invites us to rethink the function of core cities in
a largely polycentric country.
Examining the core/ring relationship reveals important differences between Dutch
urban regions. Amsterdam has retained and reclaimed centrality, but also shares jobs
and residents with cities further afield such as Leiden and Utrecht. Rotterdam, on the
other hand, has become thoroughly enmeshed in a complex functional network in
which it is no longer dominant (its metropolitan partnership includes The Hague, which
is over three quarters its size), nor geographically central. As far as the job market is
concerned, Rotterdam/The Hague may be considered a single metropolitan region,
although with distinct features (i.e. public-sector in The Hague, technology and
education in Delft and manufacturing and logistics in Rotterdam). We will now take a
closer look at these two parts of the Randstad in more detail.
Amsterdam: recent and strong reurbanisation
Amsterdam is the largest city and capital of the Netherlands, even though the
government is seated in The Hague. Although a few notable medium-sized cities are
situated in the vicinity (e.g. Almere and Haarlem), the metropolitan region can be
generally described as monocentric with Amsterdam as its undisputed epicentre.
Table 16. Population development in the Amsterdam urban region, 1981–2018
1981
Amsterdam
Ring (COROP)
Metro area (MRA)
FUR (COROP)
Regional share of
urban core/trend

711,744
325,583
1,134,886
1,037,327
68.6%

1981–1991
–0.1
1.6
1.1
0.4
D

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
1991–2001 2001–2011
0.5
0.6
1.1
1.1
1.1
0.9
0.7
0.8
D
D

2018
2011–2018
1.3
1.0
0.4
1.1
C

855,896
503,662
1,603,399
1,359,558
63.0%

Source: CBS

The nation’s capital suffered relatively little war-time damage and the early postwar period was spent implementing the general urban extension plan drawn up in
1935, which directed development along urban wedges similar to Copenhagen’s
famous finger plan. The new neighbourhoods adhered to modernist planning precepts
of the time; they were more spacious, regimented, car-oriented and monofunctional
than their pre-war counterparts (Van der Cammen & De Klerk, 2012). At its apogee in
1959, Amsterdam had reached about 872,000 inhabitants and policy became
increasingly concerned about the accessibility of the historic city centre, drawing up
large-scale infrastructure plans including a thoroughfare and metro to connect it to
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new employment and residential areas. In addition, the renewal of pre-war
neighbourhoods became a priority. Both policies were vehemently contested, and
Amsterdam became the locus of rioting and widespread discontent by the mid-1970s.
Throughout the inner city, squatters seized vacant buildings – preventing their
demolition and renewal – and citizens demanded a more human-scale approach to
urban planning.
Amsterdam lagged far behind its immediate suburbs (ring), the wider metropolitan
area and the Netherlands as a whole. The municipality embarked on a new strategy of
urban renewal based on grassroots support and social housing. Even though the loss of
population had been brought to a halt by 1985, growth over the next two decades was
negligible in absolute terms (and wholly the result of international migration) and
negative in relative terms. In the early 1990s the flagship waterfront regeneration
project foundered after the banks pulled out of the partnership, preferring an edge-oftown location near the motorway and airport (Majoor, 2006). Even Amsterdam’s
status at the top of the retail hierarchy was being challenged as suburban shopping
centres multiplied in the ring and metropolitan region (Evers, 2008). Municipal spatial
strategies in this era mirrored those at the national level: they sought to reinvent the
city so that it could compete internationally (Van der Cammen & De Klerk, 2012; Van
der Wouden, 2015).
Over the course of the 1990s the first signs of Amsterdam’s recovery became
apparent. The tourist industry flourished and parts of the city were becoming popular
among artists, students and other creative/knowledge workers. The Eastern Docklands
were redeveloped into a popular middle-class residential area (Hoppenbrouwer &
Louw, 2005), and several problematic neighbourhoods such as the Bijlmer were
regenerated with fervour (Aalbers, 2011). By mid-decade, construction work seemed
ubiquitous; Amsterdam was, in the words of its planning department, A City in
Progress (Jolles, Klusman, & Teunissen, 2003). Another novelty was national
population growth for the first time since the mid-1980s, a trend which has continued
and intensified. Still, the 1980–2000 period as a whole can be interpreted as a time
when centrifugal tendencies dominated: the ring grew much faster than the city, as did
the wider metropolitan region, fuelled by the spectacular growth of the new town
Almere.
In the first decade of the new millennium population growth in Amsterdam started
to accelerate and has recently overtaken both the ring and the wider metropolitan
hinterland and far exceeded national growth. When it did occur, virtually all
population decline took place outside the core, and particularly outside the built-up
area. This is in line with, and partly a direct result of, a strict spatial planning policy of
urban centralisation at the provincial level which has intensified over the past decades
(Provincie Noord-Holland 2003, 2010), as national containment policy has weakened
or vanished altogether.
Up to 2006, city-centre neighbourhoods exhibited the fastest growth, but these
gains have since been eclipsed by phenomenal increases in population in the rest of
the core as massive housing projects such as Oostelijke Havengebied, IJburg and De
Aker reached completion (the first two being designated Vinex locations).
Neighbourhoods with high concentrations of ethnic minorities, like the Indische Buurt,
Osdorp and the eastern Bijlmer continued to decline until 2008 but, as housing
became increasingly scarce, started gaining population and gentrifying. This was
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particularly the case in the Indische Buurt, given its proximity to the city centre,
investment in the physical environment (using EU structural funding and a one-time
national grant to the ‘40 most deprived neighbourhoods’ in the country) and the
selling off of public housing since the privatisation of the housing associations in the
1990s (Sakizlioglu & Uitermark, 2014). This population growth in the core of
Amsterdam is impressive given that relatively little unbuilt land exists within the
municipal border: most of the construction has taken place on newly reclaimed land,
abandoned industrial sites or through densification of the existing urban fabric
(although the latter often results in a population decline, as fewer large units replace
smaller units and households become smaller). For this reason, most local population
gains can be traced back to specific large-scale urban developments (Savini, Boterman,
van Gent, & Majoor, 2016).

Figure 22. Population change in the Amsterdam urban region, 2011–2018

A combination of different demographic trends has contributed to Amsterdam’s
reurbanisation since 2008. For the first time since the recovery began in the 1980s,
domestic migration, foreign migration and natural growth were all positive (Savini et
al., 2016). In the 2010s the city is seen as ‘booming’ with high housing prices and
excessive tourism as major political issues, both of which can be viewed as a byproduct of economic success. The 2014 municipal elections were historical in that the
Labour Party (PvdA) were ousted from power for the first time in over a century. The
neoliberal party (VVD) assumed control of the planning department to carry out an
agenda to ‘roll out’ the commercially successful city centre towards the ring road and
step up efforts for housing construction (the 2018 elections resulted in the greens
(Groenlinks) heading the planning department).
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Although Amsterdam – which prides itself as an open, just and egalitarian city (cf.
Fainstein, 2010) – has yet to reach the housing problems commonly associated with
neoliberal London, there are clear signs it is heading in that direction (Uitermark,
2009). Against the backdrop of decades of national welfare state retrenchment,
housing associations in Amsterdam are rapidly selling off their stock, private-sector
student hotels and shared accommodation for precarious groups are becoming more
commonplace, and the city’s first luxury tower, the iconic Pontsteiger, is nearing
completion on Amsterdam’s southern IJ bank (Figure 23). At present, reurbanisation
pressures coupled with declining levels of social housing have meant that the
Amsterdam core is increasingly viewed as accessible to only the reasonably affluent:
housing prices are well above the national average – and have soared in the past three
years (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018) – while waiting lists for public housing are
approximately 14 years (Dirks, 2017). Not only is in-migration selective, Amsterdam
has also experienced a ‘suburbanisation of poverty’ in recent years as low-income
families became priced out (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018).

Figure 23. De Pontsteiger (Photo: David Evers)

Finally, as elsewhere in the Netherlands since 1980, a reurbanisation of work is also
perceptible in Amsterdam. In fact, this trend is even more pronounced than for
population and is more impressive than the other major cities in absolute and relative
terms. Since 2000 the percentage of commuters into Amsterdam has remained
relatively constant (PBL, 2016), but actually declined for high-wage jobs, reflecting the
overall gentrification of the city. Moreover, job growth in Amsterdam, more than other
major cities in the Netherlands, was either high or low wage (rather than mediumwage), indicating that this reurbanisation has contributed to the socioeconomic
polarisation indicated above (PBL, 2016).
Rotterdam: incipient and weak reurbanisation
Rotterdam is the second-largest city of the Netherlands with a population of currently
around 620,000, and in popular imaginaries the antithesis, counterpart and rival of
Amsterdam. Unlike Amsterdam, the Rotterdam region is highly polycentric and
fragmented. Even the voluntary metropolitan cooperation arrangement is bipolar:
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Rotterdam and The Hague. Unlike the MRA, the MRDH contains two major cities and
therefore at least two city/suburb relationships, making it a more complex urban
region. And, in comparison to Amsterdam, Rotterdam is less surrounded by hard
restrictions on urban development (e.g. Natura2000 areas, safety and noise zones
surrounding Schiphol Airport, etc.), and more in direct competition with its neighbours
(Pols, Bijlsma, Breedijk, & Van Schie, 2018).
Table 17. Population change in the Rotterdam urban region, 1981–2018
1981
Rotterdam
Ring (COROP)
Metro area
(MRDH)
FUR (COROP)
Regional share of
urban core/trend

607,047
608,603
821,573

1981–1991
–0.2
1.1
1.1

1,215,650
49.9%

0.5
D

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
1991–2001 2001–2011
0.2
0.0
0.8
0.5
1.1
1.1
0.5
D

0.3
D

2018
2011–2018
0.7
0.4
0.7

638,751
792,584
1,224,740

0.5
C

1,431,335
44.6%

Source: CBS

Unlike Amsterdam, Rotterdam was severely damaged in the Second World War,
particularly the port and city centre area. Instead of rebuilding the city according to
the old street plans, planners seized the opportunity to modernise the city – making
room for thoroughfares, high-rise office towers and concentrating shopping in a
designated pedestrianised shopping street, the award-winning Lijnbaan. Like
Amsterdam, population decline set in at the beginning of the 1970s. At the same time
the core city was confronted with deindustrialisation and economic shocks, the
national growth centre policy directed population to nearby overspill estates such as
Capelle aan den IJssel, Spijkenisse and Hellevoetsluis. Given its dependence on the
port and its related industry, Rotterdam was hit harder than Amsterdam and its
recovery has been weaker overall. In 1991 it still had approximately 100,000 fewer
inhabitants than in 1971, having bottomed out in the mid-1980s.
Compared to Amsterdam, subsequent reurbanisation (if any) in Rotterdam has
been much more modest. Up to the new millennium the dominant trend was
suburbanisation. The city experienced virtually zero growth in the 1981–2001 period,
while the ring grew by 21% and the wider metropolitan area (MRDH) by almost 25%
and about twice the national average. In the 1980s, the city of Rotterdam was
desperately fighting a downward spiral of middle-class depopulation, divestment,
crime, vacancy and urban blight.
Much of its initial recovery was public-sector led. The municipality successfully
lobbied the national government for prestige projects such as the Kop van Zuid, with
the iconic Erasmus Bridge, to rejuvenate an ailing southern quarter (PBL, 2016). When
the massive construction projects failed to draw sufficient tenants, the municipality
relocated its offices to this district. The Kop van Zuid transformation can be read in the
local population development, which shows scattered gains and losses in the existing
urban fabric up to 2008. In the ring meanwhile, there were predominantly gains in
population, particularly in the neighbouring municipality of Barendrecht as massive
urban developments such as Vrijenburg, Meerwede and Paddewei were completed as
well as the Vinex locations Portland–Carnisselande (Barendrecht and Albrandswaard)
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and Fascinatio (Cappelle aan den IJssel). Unlike Amsterdam which had major Vinex
locations inside the core city (e.g. 8000 homes in the Oostelijke Havengebied and over
10,000 in IJburg), the only Vinex neighbourhood in the core was Nesselande with 4,429
homes by 2013 (Van der Wouden, 2015, p. 83).
In more recent years, the municipality of Rotterdam has backed away from its largescale government-led approach to urban development and attempted to harness civil
society to aid regeneration in a piecemeal fashion. In 2004, the city gained national
notoriety when it bought up 69 ‘fixer-upper’ in the neighbourhood of Spangen and
gave them away to anyone willing to renovate them and live there for at least five
years. Largely successful in that it spurred gentrification processes, this approach has
since been copied in other neighbourhoods in Rotterdam – although units were sold at
reduced rates instead of given away for free – and exported to other municipalities,
including Amsterdam’s modernist Bijlmer district (Boonstra & Lofvers, 2017). It has
also become a model for housing associations to sell off outdated stock.
Recovery became faintly perceptible in the first decades of the new millennium but
remains tenuous: “Rotterdam’s housing market is considerably more relaxed than the
tight and expensive situation in Amsterdam, and gentrification remains a more
marginal and scattered phenomenon in Rotterdam” (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018,
p. 28). The city has gained population, but this growth is still below the national
average, the ring and the MRDH. Interestingly, growth in the ring has slowed
substantially, while the MRDH grew almost 20% since 2001. Unlike Amsterdam, there
are still areas within the municipality losing population, particularly in the southern
Charlois district. So, any long-term reurbanisation tendencies in Rotterdam are
generally overshadowed by stronger suburbanisation forces. In the past few years,
however, Rotterdam’s growth has matched the region. Whether or not this marks the
beginning of reurbanisation remains to be seen.
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Figure 24. Population change in the Rotterdam urban region, 2011–2018

Finally with respect to jobs, Rotterdam also has yet to regain its standing as ‘where
the money is made’ in the Netherlands.4 Like Amsterdam, job growth exceeded
population growth, but both trends were much weaker in Rotterdam. It also
experienced a polarisation of jobs, but not to the extent of Amsterdam (PBL, 2016, p.
82).5 Also, unlike Amsterdam, commuting continued to increase in Rotterdam,
particularly among high-wage workers, another sign of suburbanisation. At present,
Rotterdam has more low-paid jobs and fewer high-paid jobs than Dutch urban regions
in general; for Amsterdam this is exactly the opposite (PBL, 2016). Given the mutually
reinforcing relationship between the location of human capital and firms, the fact that
Rotterdam is not reclaiming high-wage workers to the extent of Amsterdam may point
to structural socioeconomic divergence between the two cities.
Conclusion
Even though the Netherlands has been characterised as one big city – or probably
more accurately one big conglomeration of small cities – there is great variation in
space and over time. At the edge of the country there are regions in demographic
decline, whereas the urbanised Randstad continues to grow in population and jobs.
Over the decades, Dutch cities have experienced different waves of urbanisation,
which have generally coincided with national planning policies. The largest cities in the
Netherland experienced suburbanisation in the 1970–1990 period which corresponds
4

As opposed to The Hague ‘where the money is divided’ and Amsterdam ‘where the money is spent’.
This was not always the case. Utrecht, for example, gained high-paid jobs and actually lost low-paid
ones.
5

– 72 –

to the national growth centres policy but also to the era of deindustrialisation. Both
Amsterdam and Rotterdam seemed to follow the same development path in this era,
bottoming out in 1985.
Afterwards, there was a distinct divergence between the two regions. Amsterdam
has since developed into an international tourism and financial hub, so much so that
its current problems (e.g. gentrification and polarisation, lack of affordable housing
and complaints of becoming a theme park) stem from this shift. It is therefore
exhibiting conditions familiar to many successful world cities (Sassen, 1991). In
Amsterdam an absolute and relative reurbanisation is occurring, which is remarkable
given the lack of development land within the municipal borders and the number of
historical monuments. The same cannot be said for Rotterdam. The surburbanisation
trend which had set in by the 1970s has not been fully turned around. Any growth
which has occurred in the core continues to be overshadowed by growth in the ring
and wider metropolitan area. In addition to being more dependent on industry (it does
not have a tourist-friendly historical core) Rotterdam has been unlucky that many of
the Vinex locations identified by the national government were in the ring and that
more building space exists there as well.
8. (Re)Urbanisation: The Importance of Context
The preceding sections have provided rich evidence of population trends within
functional urban regions as well as policies and their effects for each country and two
metropolitan areas within each country. This section aims to provide (i) a comparison
of national trends, establishing whether reurbanisation has taken place, how this has
affected suburbia and how these spatial trends relate to national policies, (ii) a
comparison of metropolitan areas in terms of spatial patterns and policy responses,
and (iii) a reflection on the utility of Spatial Cycle Models.
National Comparison
There is clear evidence of fundamentally changing patterns of development between
core and ring, resulting in a clear shift from population decentralisation towards
recentralisation in all countries but France. The urban crisis effected cities differently,
with English cities being hit hardest (Cheshire & Hay, 1989). The demographic
resurgence of the urban cores occurred earlier in France and the Netherlands
supported by national population growth (around the mid-1980s) than in England and
Germany (early 2000s). But while English, German and Dutch urban cores started to
exceed national population growth in the new millennium, French cities still lagged
behind. In England, growth in the cores started to exceed the ring after 2000, whereas
it was the 2010s before this happened in Germany and the Netherlands. Recent years
have seen a convergence of growth rates between core and ring in French cities, but
cities are still growing faster in the ring.
Implicitly, reurbanisation suggests and end of urban sprawl in the Van den Berg et
al. (1982) model (Rérat, 2012), although the more widely used definition of population
recentralisation already tempers this claim. In spite of population recentralisation,
suburbia continues to grow both in terms of population and land use in all countries,
albeit to a different degree. Only in a few urban regions and within them only in a
small number of individual local authorities, is there decline. There are some signs that
the ring no longer benefits from the resurgence of cities, with growth rates below or at
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the national average in England and the Netherlands, but this is clearly not the case in
France and Germany.
How did national policy contribute to these outcomes? It is clear that strong urban
policies have been in place in England and the Netherlands, explicitly designed to
regenerate cities (Stead & Hoppenbrouwer, 2004). The impressive number of
programmes in England is partly the result of frequent policy changes due to the bipartisan nature of the political system (Couch et al., 2011). The nature of urban
regeneration programmes also differed between the strongly property-led English
programmes and more social-centred policies in the Netherlands. Regeneration
policies in Germany and France are by no means weak, but less explicit. In Germany,
regeneration funds were not limited to urban areas and in fact large cities received
less funding on a per capita basis. Also, Reunification consumed considerable policy
attention in the 1990s, focussing primarily on East Germany. France, where for a long
time urban sprawl had not been a policy concern, only started to promote urban
densification and thus reurbanisation since the 2000s.
Regeneration policies are likely to be more successful and result in reurbanisation if
growth in suburbia is restricted. The Dutch and English planning systems are known for
their strong concerns with urban containment (Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994; Hall,
Thomas, Gracey, & Drewett, 1973). Germany, too, has a relatively strong tradition of
urban containment embedded in regional plans (Siedentop, Fina, & Krehl, 2016). An
investigation into sprawl in European countries 1990–2006 by Siedentop and Fina
(2012), however, tells a different story: the Netherlands was amongst the countries
with the highest growth rates of urban land in Europe, whereas England, France and
Germany had moderate to low growth rates. The question is thus why despite a strong
urban containment tradition, the Netherlands showed such strong signs of urban
sprawl. The possible answer is urbanisation policy.
Alongside regeneration and urban containment policies, some countries also
pursued decentralisation policies countervailing the positive effects on the urban core
of the former. Both England and the Netherlands pursued new towns programmes in
the post-war era (Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994; Hall et al., 1973), which were often
accompanied by slum clearance and urban renewal programmes. In combination they
resulted in population decentralisation, and although discontinued around the 1980s,
their legacy continued well beyond. In the Netherlands, however, peripheral
development became national policy again in the 1990s, albeit in a slightly different
guise. The Vinex policy of the 1990s promoted housing delivery in seven major urban
regions, resulting in significant urban expansion and population growth in the fringes
of the urban cores, usually in local authorities assigned to the ring (Van der Wouden,
2015). Strong national urbanisation policies, in combination with a large-scale
construction sector (CLG, 2017; Tennekes, Harbers, & Buitelaar, 2015), also meant that
residential development was highly concentrated in space and time, and therefore
growth and decline was more localised. The result of such a policy is clearly visible in
the Dutch and, to a lesser extent, English case study cities. These large-scale urban
expansions are also often detached from existing town centres. The French
programme for nouvelle villes was more limited in extent, while new town
development never gained traction in Germany. Germany and the Netherlands also
heavily subsidised commuting as well as homeownership, both having decentralisation
effects.
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Policies in these countries thus differed in terms of push and pull factors regarding
cities. England’s reurbanisation could occur because of depopulated urban cores,
regeneration policies and successful urban containment, accelerated by international
inward migration after the millennium. Reurbanisation in the Netherlands is happening
because building in suburbia has slowed down due the end of the Vinex policy. In
Germany, reurbanisation seems to be almost an autonomous process that is the result
of strong urban economies and a desire to live in the city. In France, strong national
population growth and the absence of explicit decentralisation policies meant that
cities did not experience significant population decline. The small territories of French
local authorities also mean that the scope for densification is more limited.
In conclusion, urban policies combined with different population trends can at least
partially explain why English cities reurbanised earlier than their Dutch and German
counterparts, and why French cities are still suburbanising. England had the most
‘favourable’ population developments for reurbanisation, i.e. strong urban decline and
strong population growth when cities were considered drivers of the economy again,
as well as favourable policy conditions with a clear preference of the urban core.
Reurbanisation in Germany and the Netherlands happened later due to a lesser degree
of depopulation and conflicting urban policies in the Netherlands and the lack of an
explicit urban policy in Germany. France’s high population growth combined with
limited depopulation in its densely built-up urban cores means that there was only
limited potential for reurbanisation. Notwithstanding these general conclusions, the
performance of individual urban regions may deviate, and it is therefore the specific
local spatial, economic and policy context that are investigated in the case studies of
two metropolitan regions per country.
Metropolitan Comparison
The national trends are confirmed by analysis of two metropolitan areas per country
(Table 18). With the beginning of the new millennium the urban core has started to
outperform the ring, except for the French cities that continue to be dominated by
centrifugal growth.
Table 18. Case studies and their Stages of Urban Development, c.1980–present
Urban Area
England
Bristol
1981–1991
1991–2001
2001–2011
2011–2016
Liverpool
1981–1991
1991–2001
2001–2011
2011–2016
France
Bordeaux
1982–1990
1990–1999
1999–2010
2010–2015

Stage of Urban Development

Suburbanisation II.4 (absolute decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)
Disurbanisation III.6 (relative decentralisation)
Reurbanisation IV.7 (relative centralisation)
Urbanisation I.1 (absolute centralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)

Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
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Rouen
1982–1990
1990–1999
1999–2010
2010–2015
Germany
Frankfurt
1979–1989
1989–1999
1999–2009
2011–2017
Dortmund
1979–1989
1989–1999
1999–2009
2011–2017
Netherlands
Amsterdam
1981–1991
1991–2001
2001–2011
2011–2018
Rotterdam
1981–1991
1991–2001
2001–2011
2011–2018

Suburbanisation II.4 (absolute decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)

Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)
Disurbanisation III.5 (absolute decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.4 (absolute decentralisation)
Reurbanisation IV.7 (relative centralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)
Suburbanisation II.4 (absolute decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)
Suburbanisation II.4 (absolute decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Suburbanisation II.3 (relative decentralisation)
Urbanisation I.2 (relative centralisation)

It is notable, however, that reurbanisation as defined by Van den Berg et al. (1982)
seems to be the exception rather than the rule. Liverpool and Dortmund were the only
case study cities that met the conditions; the national datasets did not reveal many
more urban regions. There is a theoretical possibility that some functional urban
regions exhibited the signs of reurbanisation in some years, i.e. the core is performing
better than the ring in the context of overall decline, but not over any longer period of
time. However, the latter is a requirement to be a real ‘stage’ of urban development
rather than being a historical coincidence. Many cities in prosperous regions
experienced the processes of decentralisation and recentralisation under the condition
of overall population growth, which means from suburbanisation to urbanisation.
According to the model we are actually witnessing a new period of urbanisation, as the
functional urban regions have continued to grow.
There is a stark contrast between prosperous and less prosperous cities, affecting
both the urban core and the urban ring. Unsurprisingly, the population growth rates
are much higher in the prosperous urban regions. These urban regions experienced
neither disurbanisation nor reurbanisaton as continuous growth pressures have been
present since at least the 1980s. The periphery has been growing rapidly throughout
the whole period and population recentralisation, as far as it has taken place did not
negatively affect suburbia. The demographic turnaround in the core tends to be earlier
and more pronounced in the prosperous urban regions. These cities were often less
heavily affected by the industrial crisis and the process of economic restructuring
completed earlier.
Most prosperous cities have exploited their inner-urban growth potential and
growth increasingly occurs in the inner urban periphery, which may be still part of the
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core city or in the first ring of local authorities. This is consistent with international
studies of post-suburban densification (Charmes & Keil, 2015). This pattern can be
clearly observed in Amsterdam, Bristol and Frankfurt, and to some degree also in
Bordeaux. Processes of gentrification and the displacement of poorer households not
only affects inner-city neighbourhoods, but increasingly the inner suburbs (both within
the core city or the first ring of local authorities). There is a general lack of affordable
housing, which is not limited to the urban core. There is a general challenge of finding
suitable sites for residential development to accommodate new households and meet
criteria of sustainable development (e.g. Bristol and Frankfurt). Anti-development
attitudes become more widespread.
The development of the metropolitan periphery is dependent on the overall
population change of the functional urban region, the efforts to support
reurbanisation and the type of urbanisation in the ring itself. The combination of these
factors has resulted in a large variety of patterns and we find both similarities and
differences between and within countries. If anything, this study shows the
heterogeneity of suburbia with growth and decline, prosperity and deprivation in
juxtaposition.
It is not surprising, given the growth pressures in the prosperous urban regions, that
the effects of (re)urbanisation on the ring are fairly limited. The ring has grown
continuously in all prosperous urban regions over the last four decades or so. While
demand (population change) is stable in Bordeaux, Bristol and Frankfurt, there seems
to be a long-term decline in growth rates in the Netherlands as the cities grow faster.
The urban core seems to expand into surrounding districts, resulting in the
urbanisation of inner suburbs and the suburbanisation of towns, as is evidenced in
Amsterdam and Frankfurt (e.g. Haarlem and Offenbach). Resistance to development
has become a real problem in the periphery, in particular in wealthier parts of the
urban region. Amsterdam and Bristol are also cities with strong development
restrictions due to the presence of greenbelts.
In the less prosperous urban regions shrinking is a far more likely prospect, as
growth pressures are insufficient and the hinterlands equally face the challenges of a
post-industrial economy. In particular the hinterlands of Dortmund and Liverpool, both
former mining regions, include small and medium towns which have levels of
deprivation similar to the core cities, while lacking their centrality and job base. This
phenomenon of suburbanising towns is also visible in Rotterdam. Like virtually all
French cities, Rouen’s suburbs are growing, albeit much more moderately than in
Bordeaux, and the inner ring is stagnating. In Rotterdam, growth rates in the ring have
decreased since the 1980s and are now below those of the core city. With significant
development potential in the core cities still available, it remains to be seen whether
the ring will continue to grow.
Development patterns are also heavily influenced by planning policies and
institutions. There is a stronger tradition of large-scale residential development
projects in England and the Netherlands. Residential development is therefore highly
concentrated in a few locations in suburbia rather than being more equally distributed
over the whole region, as is the case in the French and German urban regions. In
Liverpool and Amsterdam, the legacy of the new towns policy of the 1970s is still
visible several decades later, with plenty of developable land available. Warrington,
situated strategically between Liverpool and Manchester, continues to attract
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residents and jobs in a suburban setting, while Almere near Amsterdam has become
the seventh largest city in the Netherlands. In the English and Dutch case study cities
we find examples of more recent large-scale and low-density developments in
suburbia, resulting in a small number of rapidly expanding suburbs. The downside of
this development model is a strong cohort effect. Many areas of rapid suburbanisation
of the 1970s witness population stagnation or decline as the household size decreases
due to an ageing population and little potential for infill development.
What is noticeable is that the quest for metropolitan governance and strategic
planning is still nascent in most of the cases. England has recently introduced
Combined Authorities, but these are based on the voluntary participation of local
authorities, which in Bristol resulted in the opt-out of North Somerset Council. In spite
of this the West of England managed to produce a strategic plan for the whole urban
region. France has recently introduced the métropoles as strategic bodies for the builtup urban area, while Amsterdam and Rotterdam in the Netherlands have established
informal metropolitan regions. They all face the challenge of making clear choices for
sustainable urban development by integrating land use and transport policies in
prosperous regions as well as preventing urban sprawl in a context of shrinkage
(Couch, Karecha, Nuissl, & Rink, 2005). The current frameworks fail to deliver sufficient
housing in prosperous urban regions and stabilising and concentrating development in
the existing areas in less prosperous urban regions.
Theoretical Reflection: Towards a Relational Concept of Reurbanisation
What does the analysis of metropolitan development in four countries and eight urban
regions in North-West Europe allow us to conclude about Spatial Cycle Models and the
concept of reurbanisation? We argue that reurbanisation is a multi-faceted process
that cannot be simply captured by a single model, neither the heavily criticised Spatial
Cycle Models nor definitions that reduce the concept to the demographic revival of the
urban core.
As much as the conceptual clarity and straightforward data requirements of Van
den Berg’s Stages of Urban Development model is appealing, combining a sequence of
growth and decline with processes of absolute and relative centralisation and
decentralisation, the reurbanisation stage only captures a very specific set of
circumstances rather than a wider trend. These findings are consistent with a similar
study by Wolff (2018). Instead of ‘stages’ it is more appropriately to speak of ‘states’,
reinforcing the critique on the cyclical nature of the model. It is also highly dependent
on matters such as the definition of (arbitrary) boundaries and the observation period,
but also contextual variables such as national population development or the extent of
urban decline. Strong national population growth reduces the likelihood of urban
decline and increases the chance of metropolitan growth, so that cities either urbanise
(centralisation) or suburbanise (decentralisation). Based on the analysis of the national
datasets including the largest metropolitan areas in four countries in North-West
Europe since the 1980s, the disurbanisation and reurbanisation ‘states’ were only
present in post-industrial urban regions and only in the absence of strong national
population growth.
However, the model forms a useful analytical starting point to investigate urbanregional change. Using reurbanisation simply as a ‘demographic revival of cities’ (Rérat,
2012) unnecessarily limits the conceptual richness of reurbanisation. Regarding the
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fundamental changes and spatial expansion of cities, it seems only logical to analyse
the whole territory rather than only the urban core, however defined. In the light of
fundamentally changing cities and the blurring of the urban–suburban dichotomy,
reurbanisation research should therefore not be confined to the urban core but look at
the potential interdependence of developments in the urban core and the ring or
suburbia to analyse the mutual impacts. This study therefore interpreted
reurbanisation as a process of population recentralisation, i.e. a shift from centrifugal
to centripetal forces for residential (and economic) development.
The treatment of core and ring as homogenous spatial entities is highly problematic
in light of the variety of urban and post-suburban development trajectories. Spatial
cycle models are capable of establishing (de)centralisation trends of functional urban
regions, but do not detect the micro changes. The use of ring zones is an improvement
of the spatial cycle model, but ultimately encounters the same epistemological
problem of assumed homogeneity related to distance to the centre. More detailed
analysis is required that studies relationship between type of suburb and demographic
change to better grasp the idea of reurbanisation and suburbia.
Finally, the benefits of detailed analyses of spatial dynamics, however, is lost, if the
policy dimension is left out. Van den Berg et al. (1982) already asked the question
whether reurbanisation needs strong urban policy or would occur naturally. While
overarching trends certainly drive residential preferences, such as the shift towards an
‘urban’ economy, policy can strongly influence the strength of spatial trends.
Development control is a factor in both the core and the ring, be it conservationist or
laissez-faire in nature. It is through the inclusion of policy that we can fill an analytical
concept with life by moving from knowledge to action and thus move from the
analytical to the normative dimension of planning research.
Conclusion
This study aimed to explore the effects of reurbanisation on suburbia in four countries
in North-West Europe and the role of policies in shaping these outcomes. To this end,
the study established whether reurbanisation has taken place in each country and to
what extent reurbanisation has been a national policy priority? The spatial and
temporal characteristics of population development have subsequently been studied
in two metropolitan areas per country under different regional economic contexts,
including the specific metropolitan strategies in addressing the specific challenges in
both the urban core and suburbia. Finally, we intended to reflect on the theoretical
debate on reurbanisation and potential policy implications.
At the national level, there is clear evidence that the population growth rates in the
urban core have improved vis-à-vis the ring in all countries and, with the exception of
France, has also resulted in population recentralisation. The main driver for this trend
reversal lies in the performance of the metropolitan cores which have been growing
almost without exception over the past decade. There is some variation as to when the
population turnaround happened, and national policy seems to have had some
influence on that. England’s cities started to regrow earlier than their Dutch and
German counterparts due to strong urban expansion in the Netherlands, which was at
least facilitated by national policies, and the absence of an explicit urban policy in
Germany. French cities had recovered much earlier, mainly driven by rural–urban
migration and national population growth. While these trends align well with national
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policies, it is impossible to claim that national policy is the main driver of
reurbanisation, given the widespread trend of reurbanisation regardless of national
policies. Furthermore, reurbanisation has not been a priority in all countries, and
certainly not at all times throughout the period covered in this article. The population
in the metropolitan rings continues to grow in all countries, but suburban growth has
slowed down. With the exception of France, there is evidence of population
recentralisation, which is strongest in England where effective urban containment
policies have limited growth. Overall, the effects of reurbanisation on suburbia appear
to be limited in terms of population change.
At the regional level, the temporal and spatial characteristics of population change
vary greatly depending on the region’s economic prosperity and the national policy
context. Across countries, prosperous metropolitan areas experienced population
recentralisation earlier and at higher rates than their less prosperous, post-industrial
counterparts. There are significant spatial variations between countries that can be
observed. Within the core, growth can be more or less centralised. English cities see
the highest growth rates in the inner-city, which is probably due to the spatial capacity
and rent gap provided by the scale of industrial restructuring and depopulation. The
Dutch and German case study cities have not experienced urban decline to the same
extent and have continued to see strong population growth in the inner-urban fringe.
It is here where the definition of core and ring, and therefore administrative
boundaries, matters. Most German and Dutch cities have a much higher potential for
urban expansion within the existing administrative area than their smaller English and
certainly French counterparts due to their larger territories.
It seems that in the post-industrial cities, suburbia might be negatively affected by
population recentralisation, as general growth pressures are insufficient to support
every corner of the urban region. However, these are slow-moving processes and will
usually affect less attractive areas which can be found juxtaposed to relatively stable
and wealthy areas. The types of suburban developments, however, seem to differ: in
prosperous urban regions urbanising and expanding suburbs are more prevalent,
whereas in less prosperous urban regions declining suburbs and suburbanising towns
tend to occur more widely. All regions have leafy suburbs that are resilient or even
resistant to change, increasingly developing strong anti-growth attitudes.
Core cities have clearly benefitted from national and local investments, but in most
metropolitan areas, a metropolitan policy agenda is only now emerging. Here, the
same old struggle between core and ring about the (re)distribution of benefits and
burdens can be observed, often resulting in political compromises. In prosperous
regions, the challenge to accommodate new populations often rests on a few
municipalities, while in less prosperous areas local authorities are competing for new
residents and employment. The diversity of suburbia and the often contrasting policy
agendas with the core city continue to be a main dilemma.
On a theoretical level, Spatial Cycle Models have proven useful in discussing and
comparing urban development stages (or ‘states’) in metropolitan areas across
Northwest Europe, despite the scholarly critique the model has received over the
years. Reurbanisation is a powerful concept to indicate the population turnaround in
cities and the trend towards population recentralisation, but in a context of
uninterrupted growth of metropolitan areas since more than a decade it seems
inappropriate to use reurbanisation simply to indicate population increase in the urban
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core. Many metropolitan areas have long moved into the next phase of urbanisation in
which growth pressures are felt both in the core and the ring. The following elements
outline potential avenues for research:
First, comparative research is needed but still hampered by the lack of data and
conceptual confusion. Although there has been some development in harmonising
definitions of functional urban areas, but these are still highly dependent on the size of
local administrative units and time series analysis for a range of indicators is still
problematic. The provision of grid-based data is a welcome development (e.g. Lloyd,
Catney, Williamson, & Bearman, 2017). Furthermore, the concept of reurbanisation is
applied to a wide range of urban settlements, e.g. including small- and medium-sized
towns (Rérat, 2012; Wolff, 2018), and the question is at which point we start losing out
on the meaning of reurbanisation. How these issues influence the findings of our
studies is unclear.
Second, we need to better understand the impacts of reurbanisation on suburbia in
terms of socio-spatial development and the local policy drivers impeding or reinforcing
demographic trends. This requires more detailed analysis of the composition of (post)suburban populations and migration patterns in terms of age groups, class, household
size and type in relation to the physical environment, and how these processes differ
between prosperous and less prosperous functional urban regions. What are the
effects of increasing residential segregation driven by gentrification of inner-city
neighbourhoods on different types of settlements in the ring? If spatial patterns
become more fragmented and dispersed throughout the urban region, which the
literature on post-suburbia suggests, do we need to introduce a socio-economic
component into our geographical components of core and ring? What are the sociospatial effects of specific local policies?
Third, we need research into the policy implications of reurbanisation and the
different types of post-suburban politics. In particular the provision and distribution of
public and commercial services and facilities across the urban region is a concern. The
retail sector is increasingly under pressure, though the impacts on suburban centres
clearly differ within city regions (Dolega & Lord, 2020). The effects on public services
need closer inspection as the differentiated demographic trends mean that provision
might be inadequate even in a context of population growth. This is even more
important in a context of an emerging anti-development orientation in suburbia,
making it more difficult to develop towns and villages so as to sustain their levels of
provision. There is need for further study whether in parallel to a selective
recentralisation of population there is also a similar tendency for employment, in
particular high-skilled jobs.
Finally, is reurbanisation going to continue and is this desirable? Certainly this study
and others (Kabisch, Haase, & Haase, 2019; Wolff, 2018) have demonstrated that
reurbanisation has been a sustained process, in many urban regions lasting well over a
decade. However, there is the question for how long this trend can be sustained, given
the increasingly limited supply of land in the core (Brombach et al., 2017). In line with
the current debate on the climate emergency, the key challenge is whether continued
growth of urban regions will result in urban sprawl, defined as ‘excessive spatial
growth of cities’ (Brueckner, 2000, p. 161), or in densification of the existing built-up
area. Given the resurgence of cities the importance of attracting growth to the core is
perhaps less pertinent than a decade or two ago. Research into changing densities will
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provide a clearer idea of the development of the ring. Measuring densification also
helps establishing detailed spatial patterns of post-suburban development.
A consideration of such issues is given added urgency by the rising attention in
political debates to how contemporary economic, social and environmental dynamics
and agendas affect different kinds of places. In some countries, including those
considered here, there has increasingly been a shift of narrative over the time period
we have examined from a reality and perception of ‘urban crisis’ to the ‘return to, and
return of’ (Rae, 2013) and arguably celebration of the city. As noted above this has
been the result of an interplay of development trends and policy influences. The
turnaround in the fortunes of many core cities has been striking and might justifiably
be hailed as a policy success for urban policy and targeted regeneration and
densification policies. But as the star of larger places has risen, the past two decades
have also seen the question of what happens to other suburban and smaller places
being posed with increasing frequency. The perception that such places (and crucially
their inhabitants) have been losing out in a context of globalisation and market and
state strategies which favour larger places has been given an added inflexion by the
recent rise of populist parties and other political events (e.g. the 2016 EU referendum
in the UK and the so-called gilets jaunes protests in France from 2018). Such issues are
clearly beyond the scope of the present paper to consider but point to the importance
of developing nuanced and realistic understandings of how processes, and states of
urbanisation/reurbanisation, in practice affect different kinds of places and
populations within urban regions.
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Appendix
Table 19. Population change disaggregated in core and ring in metropolitan areas, 2000–2014 (Source:
OECD Metropolitan Dataset)
Core
Metropolitan
Area
England
London
Birmingham
Leeds
Bradford
Liverpool
Manchester
Sheffield
Bristol
Newcastle
Leicester
Portsmouth
Nottingham
Total
France
Paris
Lyon
Marseille
Toulouse
Strasbourg
Bordeaux
Nantes
Lille
Montpellier
SaintÉtienne
Rennes
Grenoble
Toulon
Nice
Rouen
Total
Germany
Berlin
Hamburg
Munich
Cologne
Frankfurt
Stuttgart
Essen
Leipzig
Dresden
Dortmund
Düsseldorf
Bremen
Hanover
Nuremberg
Bochum

Ring

Share Core
2000 2000 2014 C/D
–2014

2000

2014

2000
–2014

2000

2014

8,295,134
1,523,359
1,028,238
464,967
723,281
1,487,636
760,578
376,562
640,468
421,330
485,041
587,853
16,794,447

9,942,283
1,717,445
1,099,369
551,565
755,350
1,724,572
839,915
445,302
699,831
498,974
532,254
655,017
19,461,877

19.9
12.7
6.9
18.6
4.4
15.9
10.4
18.3
9.3
18.4
9.7
11.4
15.9

2,196,072
219,089
89,230
23,476
195,945
206,822
76,743
342,505
371,583
173,110
55,646
189,799
4,140,020

2,458,905
239,633
98,553
25,909
198,831
210,987
80,213
391,319
382,898
193,243
62,201
208,901
4,551,593

12.0
9.4
10.4
10.4
1.5
2.0
4.5
14.3
3.0
11.6
11.8
10.1
9.9

79.1
87.4
92.0
95.2
78.7
87.8
90.8
52.4
63.3
70.9
89.7
75.6
80.2

80.2
87.8
91.8
95.5
79.2
89.1
91.3
53.2
64.6
72.1
89.5
75.8
81.0

C
C
D
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
D
C
C

8,692,696
1,205,256
1,414,293
622,353
453,869
664,739
557,474
1,094,871
371,250

9,532,016
1,331,506
1,538,448
741,554
474,272
735,632
600,265
1,123,348
438,039

9.7
10.5
8.8
19.2
4.5
10.7
7.7
2.6
18.0

2,231,605
539,499
190,895
404,594
263,991
340,378
225,437
222,323
183,319

2,505,873
629,341
235,055
567,595
302,312
440,067
310,228
240,117
234,715

12.3
16.7
23.1
40.3
14.5
29.3
37.6
8.0
28.0

79.6
69.1
88.1
60.6
63.2
66.1
71.2
83.1
66.9

79.2
67.9
86.7
56.6
61.1
62.6
65.9
82.4
65.1

D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D

382,934
367,507
391,014
408,164
664,531
485,799
17,776,750

370,861
412,694
401,759
429,489
701,374
500,068
19,331,325

-3.2
12.3
2.7
5.2
5.5
2.9
8.7

129,324
217,257
227,687
109,009
135,637
184,692
5,605,647

154,627
301,077
261,355
131,833
163,821
212,547
6,690,563

19.6
38.6
14.8
20.9
20.8
15.1
19.4

74.8
62.8
63.2
78.9
83.0
72.5
76.0

70.6
57.8
60.6
76.5
81.1
70.2
74.3

D
D
D
D
D
D
D

3,467,616 -1.7
1,719,431
0.3
1,439,879 20.6
1,147,626
8.0
891,166
4.9
767,612
1.0
668,862 -7.1
516,063
5.0
536,581 13.3
563,754 -4.6
750,437
4.7
546,118
1.3
507,261 -1.6
610,326
2.1
497,452 -12.9

803,568
1,215,147
1,375,026
786,663
1,632,939
1,168,794
78,217
369,378
341,709
281,568
713,814
483,389
721,568
563,921
137,901

931,926 16.0 81.4 78.8
D
1,289,410
6.1 58.5 57.1
D
1,525,992 11.0 46.5 48.5
C
778,447 -1.0 57.5 59.6
C
1,642,145
0.6 34.2 35.2
C
1,198,330
2.5 39.4 39.0
D
72,439 -7.4 90.2 90.2 C/D
314,255 -14.9 57.1 62.2
C
311,019 -9.0 58.1 63.3
C
240,924 -14.4 67.7 70.1
C
677,386 -5.1 50.1 52.6
C
481,074 -0.5 52.7 53.2
C
710,250 -1.6 41.7 41.7 C/D
559,041 -0.9 51.5 52.2
C
125,011 -9.3 80.6 79.9
D

3,527,338
1,715,082
1,194,155
1,062,730
849,519
760,266
719,607
491,492
473,562
590,982
717,050
538,890
515,601
598,026
571,316
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Freiburg
Augsburg
Bonn
Karlsruhe
Saarbrücken
Duisburg
Mannheim
Münster
Aachen
Total
Netherlands
Amsterdam
The Hague
Rotterdam
Utrecht
Eindhoven
Total
Note:

204,112
253,428
357,043
277,104
184,024
625,485
519,004
262,689
245,030
17,253,535

218,422
276,070
363,506
298,173
173,574
578,172
488,096
306,656
236,166
17,569,019

7.0
8.9
1.8
7.6
-5.7
-7.6
-6.0
16.7
-3.6
1.8

302,031
325,261
378,743
390,539
453,661
229,478
750,531
248,564
345,690
14,098,100

1,465,727
624,574
883,982
250,918
282,156
3,507,357

1,710,959
717,578
881,889
339,444
314,083
3,963,953

16.7
14.9
-0.2
35.3
11.3
13.0

690,621
172,794
553,873
384,356
380,270
2,181,914

C = centralisation; D = decentralisation
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318,156
5.3 40.3 40.7
330,216
1.5 43.8 45.5
386,864
2.1 48.5 48.4
396,925
1.6 41.5 42.9
396,905 -12.5 28.9 30.4
215,305 -6.2 73.2 72.9
742,180 -1.1 40.9 39.7
252,858
1.7 51.4 54.8
339,710 -1.7 41.5 41.0
14,236,768
1.0 55.0 55.2
741,700
189,319
627,484
415,171
386,216
2,359,890

7.4
9.6
13.3
8.0
1.6
8.2

68.0
78.3
61.5
39.5
42.6
61.6

69.8
79.1
58.4
45.0
44.8
62.7

C
C
D
C
C
D
D
C
D
C
C
C
D
C
C
C

Table 20. Population change for all English metropolitan areas, 1981–2016
1981
Greater Manchester
Manchester
Ring
Leicestershire
Leicester
Ring
Liverpool City Region
Liverpool
Ring
London
Inner London
Outer London
North East
Newcastle
Ring
Nottinghamshire
Nottingham
Ring
Solent
Portsmouth
Southampton
Ring
South Yorkshire
Sheffield
Ring
West of England
Bristol
Ring
West Midlands
Birmingham
Ring
West Yorkshire
Leeds
Bradford
Ring
England
Notes:

2,575,407
437,663
2,137,744
754,946
276,245
478,701
1,624,985
503,722
1,040,520
6,608,598
2,425,630
4,182,968
1,894,370
272,914
1,659,691
976,748
268,257
708,491
864,288
175,382
201,989
486,917
1,292,029
530,843
761,186
900,947
384,875
516,072
2,628,419
996,369
1,632,050
2,021,707
696,714
454,198
870,795
45,771,956

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
2016
1981–1991 1991–2001 2001–2011 2011–2016
–0.3
–0.1
0.8
0.7 2,782,300
–0.8
–0.3
2.5
1.5
541,300
–0.2
0.0
0.4
0.6 2,241,000
0.4
0.6
1.0
1.1
975,400
–0.2
0.3
1.7
1.1
348,300
0.7
0.7
0.7
1.1
627,100
–0.6
–0.3
0.2
0.3 1,533,400
–1.1
–0.3
0.6
0.8
484,600
–0.4
–0.3
0.0
0.2 1,048,800
0.1
0.7
1.3
1.5 8,787,900
0.3
1.0
1.6
1.8 3,529,500
0.0
0.5
1.2
1.2 5,258,600
–0.2
–0-1
0.3
0.3 1,966,900
–0.5
0.0
0.8
1.1
296,500
–0.2
–0.1
0.2
0.2 1,670,400
0.2
0.2
0.7
0.8 1,136,000
–0.2
0.1
1.4
1.3
325,300
0.3
0.2
0.5
0.6
810,700
0.4
0.6
0.7
0.8 1,062,900
0.0
0.7
0.9
0.9
214,800
–0.3
1.0
0.9
1.4
254,300
0.7
0.5
0.5
0.5
593,800
–0.2
0.0
0.6
0.6 1,384,900
–0.6
0.2
0.7
0.8
575,400
0.0
–0.1
0.5
0.5
809,500
0.3
0.5
0.8
1.1 1,131,300
–0.2
0.1
1.2
1.2
454,200
0.8
0.8
0.6
1.1
677,100
–0.3
0.0
0.7
0.9 2,864,900
–0.4
0.2
0.9
0.9 1,124,600
–0.3
–0.1
0.5
0.9 1,740,300
0.0
0.3
0.7
0.7 2,299,600
–0.2
0.5
0.5
0.8
781,700
0.1
0.2
1.1
0.4
534,300
0.1
0.2
0.6
0.7
983,600
0.3
0.4
0.8
0.8 55,268,100

The administrative boundaries of Greater London, Greater Manchester, Liverpool City Region
and West Midlands and West Yorkshire are based on existing sub-regional governance
arrangements. West of England and North East are based on the originally proposed
boundaries, Solent is based on Local Enterprise Partnership boundaries (only local authority
districts fully included), while the city regions of Leicester and Nottingham are defined by
their respective county boundaries.

Sources: Census Table 1 Population Bases, All resident 1981; Census Table 1 Population Bases,
Residents 1991 (64), Census Table KS001 Usual resident population, Census Table KS101EW
Usual resident population and ONS Mid-Year Population Estimates 2016; own calculations
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Table 21. Population change for French metropolitan areas, 1968–2015
1968
(’000)
Paris
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Marseille–Aix-enProvence
Marseille
Aix-en-Provence
Inner ring
Outer ring
Lyon
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Toulouse
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Nice
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Nantes
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Strasbourg (French
part)
Core
Inner ring (F)
Outer ring (F)
Montpellier
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Bordeaux
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Lille (French part)
Core
Inner ring (F)
Outer ring (F)
Rennes
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Saint-Étienne
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Toulon

Annual Growth Rate (in %)
1975
1982
1990
1999
1982– –1990
–1999
–2010
0.3
0.8
0.3
0.7
–0.8
–0.1
–0.1
0.5
0.4
0.8
0.3
0.7
1.9
2.0
1.0
0.8
0.8
0.3
0.5
0.7

2015
(’000)

9,492
2,591
5,985
916
1,282

1968
–1975
1.0
–1.7
1.7
2.7
1.4

889
90
253
51
1,497
528
668
301
647
371
111
165
650
322
257
70
562
260
152
150
562

0.3
3.1
4.2
2.9
1.3
–2.1
3.4
1.5
1.9
0.1
7.7
1.0
2.0
1.0
3.2
1.8
1.4
–0.2
4.4
0.8
1.0

–0.5
1.3
3.1
4.3
0.6
–1.4
0.9
2.4
1.0
–1.0
3.7
1.7
1.2
–0.3
2.4
2.0
1.0
–0.9
2.0
2.5
0.6

–1.1
0.3
2.1
3.9
0.9
0.1
0.7
2.0
1.6
0.4
3.2
1.7
1.3
0.2
1.9
2.1
0.9
0.2
1.3
1.2
0.6

0.0
0.9
0.8
2.1
0.7
0.8
0.4
1.3
1.5
0.9
2.1
1.5
0.5
0.0
0.7
1.1
1.0
1.1
1.1
1.0
0.9

0.6
0.5
0.6
1.3
1.0
0.8
0.7
1.6
1.7
1.1
1.5
2.8
0.6
0.0
0.9
1.0
1.1
0.5
0.6
2.3
0.6

0.3
0.2
0.5
1.0
1.1
1.2
1.1
1.2
1.6
1.3
1.7
1.6
0.1
0.0
0.1
0.6
1.5
1.3
1.5
1.6
0.5

862
143
581
167
2,292
513
1,125
654
1,331
472
476
383
1,006
343
526
137
949
303
330
316
781

249
106
207
243
162
29
52
751
267
332
153
1,005
239
675
92
389
181
31
177
494
223
196
75
398

0.2
2.7
1.1
2.9
2.4
7.3
1.5
1.0
–2.5
3.6
0.4
0.7
–1.2
1.3
1.0
1.6
1.3
4.8
1.3
0.4
–0.2
0.7
1.4
1.7

–0.3
1.7
0.9
2.0
0.4
5.1
4.2
0.9
–1.0
1.4
2.1
0.2
–1.5
0.5
1.5
1.3
–0.3
4.0
2.1
–0.1
–1.0
–0.1
2.3
1.3

0.2
1.3
0.7
2.1
0.7
4.3
3.5
1.1
0.1
1.3
1.6
0.3
0.1
0.2
1.4
1.0
0.2
2.4
1.4
0.3
–0.3
0.2
1.7
1.0

0.5
0.9
1.2
1.9
0.9
2.9
2.7
0.7
0.3
0.8
1.0
0.3
0.8
0.1
0.8
1.2
0.5
2.7
1.4
–0.3
–1.1
–0.4
1.0
0.7

0.3
0.4
0.9
1.3
1.2
1.0
1.8
1.1
1.0
0.7
2.1
0.2
0.6
0.0
0.6
1.4
0.0
1.6
2.2
0.1
–0.5
–0.1
1.2
0.6

0.4
0.6
0.5
1.8
1.5
2.5
1.5
1.5
0.9
1.6
1.8
0.5
0.5
0.4
0.8
1.4
0.8
2.2
1.5
0.3
0.0
0.2
1.0
0.5

277
184
319
599
278
151
170
1,216
250
655
311
1,185
233
807
145
720
215
116
389
518
171
202
144
623
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2010
–2015
0.5
–0.3
0.7
0.7
0.4

12,533
2,206
8,500
1,827
1,752

Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Grenoble
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
Rouen
Core
Inner ring
Outer ring
France

175
207
17
467
162
218
87
541
120
308
112
50,798

0.6
2.8
0.1
1.9
0.4
3.4
0.6
0.9
–0.7
1.4
1.5
0.8

–0.2
2.1
3.9
0.7
–0.8
0.9
2.5
0.4
–1.7
0.4
2.2
0.5

Source: INSEE; own calculations
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–0.8
1.8
4.1
0.8
–0.5
0.8
2.2
0.5
0.1
0.2
1.3
0.5

–0.5
1.1
2.6
0.7
0.2
0.6
1.5
0.3
0.4
0.1
0.6
0.4

0.2
0.6
2.2
0.5
0.1
0.3
1.4
0.3
0.4
–0.1
0.9
0.7

0.4
0.5
1.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.6
0.3
–0.1
0.2
0.9
0.5

167
402
53
690
161
352
177
664
110
357
197
66,190

Table 22. Population change for all German metropolitan areas, 1999–2009 and 2011–2017

Aachen
Augsburg
Berlin
Bremen
Dresden
Frankfurt
Freiburg
Hamburg
Hanover
Karlsruhe
Leipzig
Mannheim
Munich
Münster
Nuremberg
Rhine
Cologn
Düsseldorf
Bonn
Ruhr
Dortmund
Essen
Duisburg
Bochum
Saarbrücken
Stuttgart

Population
Population Change
31.12.2017
1999–2009
Core
Ring
Core
Ring
C/D
246,272
536,178
6.0%
1.0%
C
292,851
609,463
3.4%
4.6%
D
3,613,495 1,278,169
1.7%
9.7%
D
568,006
556,796
1.4%
1.9%
D
551,072
506,238
8.5% –6.3%
C
746,878 3,812,134
4.4%
2.3%
C
229,636
368,459
9.6%
5.8%
C
1,830,584 1,967,725
4.1%
4.2%
D
535,061 1,440,672
1.2%
1.0%
C
311,919
995,845
5.3%
3.1%
C
581,980
806,566
5.0% –9.9%
C
307,997 1,705,391
1.4%
2.0%
D
1,456,039 1,996,244 11.4%
8.0%
C
313,559
747,879
4.1%
1.2%
C
515,201 1,106,018
3.5%
1.8%
C
2,023,164 5,815,786
3.9% –1.0%
C
1,080,394
3.7%
617,280
3.1%
325,490
6.2%
2,033,632 5,426,941
-3.6% –3.3%
D
586,600
-1.5%
583,393
-3.9%
498,110
-5.4%
365,529
–4.2%
180,966
675,762 –4.4% –5.2%
C
632,743 2,621,558
3.3%
3.0%
C

Population Change
2011–2017
Core
Ring
C/D
3.2%
1.8%
C
8.7%
5.4%
C
8.6%
6.8%
C
4.4%
3.0%
C
6.4% –0.1%
C
10.4%
5.1%
C
7.2%
6.7%
C
6.5%
4.1%
C
5.0%
4.0%
C
6.8%
4.1%
C
14.1%
0.5%
C
5.7%
4.7%
C
6,7%
7.1%
D
6.9%
1.8%
C
5.1%
4.4%
C
5.9%
2.0%
C
6.6%
4.7%
5.8%
2.3%
0.9%
C
2.7%
3.1%
2.2%
0.8%
2.5% –0.9%
C
7.1%
5.6%
C

Notes:

The data refer to population on 31 December of each year; the ring population is composed
of municipalities within a size-dependent accessibility isochrone by car

Source:

Statistisches Bundesamt – Gemeindeverzeichnis; own calculations
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Table 23. Population change for all Dutch metropolitan areas, 2000–2018
Core
Metropolitan
Area
Amsterdam
Rotterdam
The Hague
Utrecht
Eindhoven
Total
Source:

2000
731,297
606,021
446,627
254,141
201,728
2,239,814

2018 2000–
2018
855,896 17.0%
638,751 5.4%
531,935 19.1%
347,526 36.7%
229,184 13.6%
2,603,292 16.2%

Ring
2000
422,971
729,056
291,077
864,134
507,682
2,814,920

CBS; own calculations
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2018 2000–
2018
503,662 19.1%
792,584 8.7%
331,609 13.9%
948,092 9.7%
537,643 5.9%
3,113,590 10.6%

Share Core
2000 2018 C/D
63.4%
45.4%
60.5%
22.7%
28.4%
44.3%

63.0%
44.6%
61.6%
26.8%
29.9%
44.5%

D
D
C
C
C
C
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