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1
Introduction

In the late 20th and early 21st century, the debate on the future scale and structure of European urban regions is lively, but often also confusing. There seems to be much uncertainty about how urban regions in Europe will develop in the next decades. The debate is generally a mix of ‘imagined’, ‘feared’ and ‘wishful thinking’ types of urban regional development. Many theorists sketch a future of endless ‘urban fields’ or ‘megalopolises’, extending far beyond our traditional understanding of ‘city’ or ‘region’. Some might see this large-scale (‘American’?) urbanisation perspective as a desired future, while others see it as a ‘doom scenario’ to be prevented and idealise the compact (or ‘European’?) city as the more sustainable urbanisation model. There are a lot of ideas and concepts about possible future relationships between cities and suburbs, as well as between formerly separate urban regions that might merge to larger urban networks. Meanwhile, however, what is really happening seems to concern most participants in the debate much less.

This paper is a more empirically based contribution to the debate on European urbanisation trends. Recent trends in intra-regional migration, mobility and the geography of business locations in the Dutch Randstad region indicate that deconcentration processes take place across much smaller distances than many theorists and professional planners might think. The Randstad trends can be seen as representative for most of Western Europe. The paper will address the question to what extent current urban and regional planning strategies and concepts are ‘matching’ current urbanisation tendencies, and suggests a rethinking of these strategies and concepts towards a more sustainable ‘human scale’ approach. In section 2, the dominant strand of European urbanisation literature is discussed. Key terms in this dominant discourse are ‘scale enlargement‘, ‘sprawl‘ and ‘the end of the European city‘. Researchers and politicians fearing this ‘Americanization‘ of Europe are just as well part of this discourse as those welcoming it. Section 3 presents an emerging alternative vision on European urbanisation dynamics, arguing that deconcentration of people and economic functions is indeed taking place, but within much smaller regions than the ‘Americanization‘ discourse would have us believe. This alternative view of ‘small-scale polycentricity‘ is backed up by empirical evidence from the Dutch Randstad region, presented in section 4. The final section summarises the main empirical findings for the Randstad and presents two major challenges for further research.  
2
The dominant vision: fear of or hope for ‘Americanization‘

When discussing recent and future urbanisation trends, most European urban researchers and planners seem convinced that deconcentration and scale enlargement of urban regions are well on their way and  will continue in the next decades. The US example of urbanisation dynamics since World War II is presented as the unavoidable future of European urbanisation. Some see this development as very negative: they mourn about the loss of the ‘European city’. This idealised city type has a high density, a high degree of function mix and proximity as its main physical characteristics. Its traditional centre is the market place, a public space where people of various economic, cultural and ethnic background meet (Hassenpflug, 2002). The feared opposite of this is often generalised as ‘sprawl’. This is a very confusing and vague term on both sides of the Atlantic. Galster et al. (2001, p. 685) define sprawl as “(...) a pattern of land use in a urbanised area that exhibits low levels of some combination of eight distinct dimensions: density, continuity, concentration, clustering, centrality, nuclearity, mixed uses, and proximity”. However, when mentioning sprawl, most urban researchers merely refer to an image of endless ‘seas’ of houses, shopping malls, offices, factories and traffic infrastructure. They are referring more to what can be seen when driving on highways or at satellite images, than to the results of an empirical analysis of actual functional relations. Another group of European urban researchers and planners is much more positive about deconcentration and scale enlargement. They envision the integration of several urban regions into polycentric metropolitan regions that might even cross national borders. These metropolitan regions might be better able to compete in the globalising economy than the relatively small single cities and their regions on their own (a.o. Mehlbye, 2000; Dieleman & Faludi, 1998). Again, however, these visions of large metropolitan regions so far seem mainly ‘virtual reality’, not backed up by much empirical evidence.

The American inspiration sources for these European fears (of sprawl) and hopes (for the formation of competitive metropolitan regions) can be traced back to the 1960s. The 1960s were a time of lively debate in the US on the future direction of urbanisation. Various new concepts of urban regional form were launched, but all of them had one thing in common: the claim that mononuclear, small-scale urban regions were history. One of these many concepts, and perhaps the one most fundamentally different from the traditional perception of city-hinterland relationships, was the ‘urban field’. Friedmann and Miller (1965, p. 313) introduced the urban field concept as follows: 

"Looking ahead to the next generation, we foresee a new scale of urban living that will extend far beyond existing metropolitan cores and penetrate deeply into the periphery. Relations of dominance and dependency will be transcended. The older established centers, together with the intermetropolitan peripheries that envelop them, will constitute the new ecological unit of America's post-industrial society that will replace traditional concepts of the city and metropolis. This basic element of the emerging spatial order we shall call the urban field."
Just four years earlier, Gottmann (1961) published his famous 'Megalopolis', in which he interpreted the series of agglomerations along the coastline between Boston and Washington as one integrated urbanised whole. Another prominent participant in this debate was Webber (1964), who coined the term 'non-place urban realm'. He claimed that urban planners should no longer treat the city as a static spatial arrangement. Instead, planning should be primarily based on activity patterns of people. Four years later, Webber even proclaimed ‘the post-city age’: because social organisation no longer coincided with spatial organisation, people would no longer need the city to live an urban life. Revolutionary improvements of transport and communication made an urban lifestyle possible on as good as any location (Webber, 1968). Berry’s comparative study of population growth trends in US metropolitan regions (Berry, 1976) seemed to confirm Webber’s theoretical expectations in practice. Berry coined the term ‘counter-urbanisation’ to express the nation-wide trend that population growth was more and more shifting from the central cities towards the edge of metropolitan regions, or even beyond that edge.

In the 1980s and 1990s, the US debate on scale enlargement of urban region revived. Concepts like ‘technocity’ (Fishman, 1987) and ‘100-mile city’ (Sudjic, 1992) followed in the footsteps set by Friedmann and Miller about 25 years earlier. The ‘technocity’ of Fishman is a metropolitan area in which the periphery is the most dynamic part. Within these ’technocities’, the new urban centres are the so-called ’technoburbs’: peripheral zones on the edge of the (expanding) metropolitan regions that developed into independent socio-economic units. These technoburbs resemble the ‘edge city’ that Garreau (1991) introduced some years later. However, while Garreau focuses on the edge city as a location functioning largely autonomous from the traditional city centres, Fishman tries to interpret the technoburbs within the context of the metropolitan region. In his book ‘100-mile city’, Sudjic (1992) paints a rather threatening picture of what he perceives as the future direction of urban development. The new generation of cities are hardly ‘places’ anymore, but rather areas or zones. The 100-mile city of Sudjic is an area stretching for 100 miles in each direction from an imaginary central location, containing various activity concentrations (housing areas, shopping malls, airports, office parks etc.) that have no visible connection but are still part of the same ‘city’. Sudjic draws a parallel with the force field around a high-tension power line to explain what keeps this ‘city’ together, in which the energy powering this force field is (daily) mobility and most of all mobility by car. He draws a cynical image of the urban landscape that resulted from the increasing car mobility and the marginal place left for the traditional downtown in it: 

“The old certainties of urban geography have vanished and in their place is this edgy and apparently amorphous new kind of settlement (…) in its present incarnation, the old centre is just another piece on the board, a counter that has perhaps the same weight as the airport, or the medical centre, or the museum complex. They all swim in a soup of shopping malls, hypermarkets and warehouses, drive-in restaurants and anonymous industrial sheds, beltways and motorway boxes.” (Sudjic, 1992, p. 305)

Until the late 1980s, most European urban researchers seemed quite confident that the above picture of virtually unlimited sprawl was ’typically American’ and not a realistic future perspective for Europe. After all, European cities and their regions were rooted in a history of compact, mixed-use settlement structures. This ‘European city’ tradition would be strong enough to resist tendencies of ‘Americanization’. Then, the dominant tone changed from optimistic to pessimistic: the US phenomena might conquer Europe after all. Several authors from both sides of the Atlantic suggested that globalisation increasingly determines urban and regional development, while country-specific differences due to different socio-economic and political development paths, differences in appreciation of urban and suburban living environments and policy differences would lose ground (a.o. Fainstein et al. 1992; Clark & Kuijpers-Linde 1994; Graham & Marvin 2001). Most urban regions of the developed world would follow the US example. Thus, the dominant tendencies for European urban regions would be:

· the polarisation of regional development between regions containing ‘world cities’ and regions without such cities (Taylor, 2002);

· Selective out-migration of the high- and middle-income groups from the cities to their hinterland or even across urban regional borders This selective migration contributes to a polarisation of socio-economic development within urban regions and within cities between rich and poor areas: the emergence of ‘enclaves of the rich’ and ‘ghettos of the poor’ (Marcuse, 1998). The first examples of American-style ‘gated communities’ have indeed already been reported in several European countries;

· a further deconcentration of population as well as a spatial segregation of functions across ever wider areas. Some authors express this trend in rather extreme terms: they describe urban regions as ‘archipelagos’ of largely monofunctional elements that have much stronger international ties than intra-regional ones (Graham & Marvin, 2001; Kunzmann, 1996);

· small-scale urban regions merging into larger-scale polycentric urban networks (Dieleman & Faludi, 1998; Batten, 1995). This is where the old American concepts of the 1960s, like megalopolis, urban field and non-place urban realm, re-entered the international urbanisation debate. 

Two terms in particular enjoyed a rediscovery in various European countries in the late 1980s and the 1990s: counter-urbanisation and the urban field. Champion (1989) compared population growth trends in West-European metropolitan regions and concluded that counter-urbanisation had crossed the Atlantic. Most West-European metropolitan regions lost population to adjacent non-metropolitan regions in the 1970s. Champion defined counter-urbanisation as a negative relation between population growth and settlement size: the smaller the settlement, the larger the population growth. This provoked a lively debate about the extent to which this was a new phenomenon or just the continuation of sub-urbanisation across larger distances, and the question if this was a structural change or a short-term ‘anomaly’ (Cheshire, 1995). The revival of the urban field concept was mainly a reaction to the changing physical appearance of European urban regions. More or less equivalent concepts entered the scene in all European languages. Examples include the German Zwischenstadt (‘in-between city’, Sieverts 1997), the Belgian Nevelstad (‘fog city’) and the Italian Citta Diffusa (‘diffused city’) (Dehaene & Loopmans 2003). The Dutch, meanwhile, were less language-creative and simply translated the term urban field literally into stedelijk veld. In an influential policy advice to the Dutch minister of spatial planning, it was claimed that the urban field was “(…) the most far-reaching spatial development confronting the planning governmental bodies in the next decades” (VROM-raad, 1998, p. 40). However, both in this policy advice as well as in several other Dutch planning documents and academic publications, indications about the geographic scale of such an urban field, its internal cohesion and empirical evidence for its emergence are hard to find. It seems like concepts such as ‘the urban field’ and its country-specific equivalents are often used as a ‘doom scenario’ to be avoided, more or less as a synonym for ‘sprawl’. This term has meanwhile been defined or described in so many different ways that “it explains everything and nothing” (Galster et al., 2001, p. 681), a situation which seems just as much true for the urban field concept.  

3 An emerging alternative: 

deconcentration European-style -  small-scale and polycentric

A still relatively modest but emerging alternative vision in recent European urbanisation literature presents a more positive and realistic approach of deconcentrated settlement patterns. According to these theorists, holding on to an idealised image of the compact ‘European city‘ would be like turning back the clock. Whether we like it or not, suburbanisation of people and economic activities has irreversibly changed the European landscape. However, the new structures emerging are not copies from the earlier US examples. So far, the deconcentration of population and economic activities in most European countries has been relatively small-scale and clustered, compared to the large-scale and structureless ‘urban sprawl‘ in the South and Southwest of the US. Instead of condemning deconcentration in general and generalising it as ‘sprawl‘ or ‘dispersal’, a growing group of researchers point at the possible virtues of new polycentric structures. As a compromise between too much concentration (leading to congestion, unhealthy living environments, concentrations of social problems) and too little concentration (leading to car-dependency, loss of social cohesion, loss of nature and open space), a polycentric urban region might offer the most sustainable alternative (Anderson et al. 1996; Breheny, 1996). Various empirical studies of recent deconcentration trends in Europe indicate that most urban regions in Northwest-Europe and (to a lesser extent) also parts of South Europe, develop in such a polycentric direction (Bontje 2001; Brake et al. 2001; Burdack & Herfert 1998; Keil & Ronneberger 1994; Hitz et al. 1994; Reckien et al. 2003). Moreover, these polycentric patterns generally emerge within existing settlement structures and urban regional contexts. The new concentrations of people and economic functions do not pop up ‘at random’ at locations far from the traditional city centres and their regions, but rather within these urban regions. Characteristic for the deconcentration of people and employment in Northwest- and parts of South-Europe is the emergence of new centres close to existing settlements, most notably at the edges of large and medium-sized cities. In several countries, this ‘small-scale polycentricity’ is facilitated or stimulated through spatial planning policies, like the ‘clustered deconcentration’ policy in the Netherlands and the ‘decentralised concentration’ policy in Germany. However, it is mainly a result of both housing preferences and business location preferences, generally aiming for ‘the best of both worlds’: locating in spacious, quiet, green surroundings, but still within reasonable distance of urban facilities (Bontje, forthcoming).  The extent to which the urban regions in post-socialist countries of Central and East Europe are following this Northwest-European path, or will develop in this direction in the near future, is yet unclear. So far, the post-socialist urban regions show quite varied tendencies: some are following the ‘Northwest-European’ path, some (the largest metropolitan regions in particular) seem to develop more ‘American-style’, while other regions do not show any similarities with Western regions at all so far (Burdack & Rudolph 2001). 

The tendency towards polycentricity, then, certainly makes most urban regions in Europe more complex, but (so far) it does neither lead to a ‘jump of scales’ towards 100-mile cities or urban fields, nor to ‘the end of the city’. The new centres at the city edges and in the suburbs show some similarities with the US edge cities, but also some major differences: they have much stronger links with the traditional centres, and they are rather complementary to these centres than competing with them (Bontje & Burdack, 2003). The traditional city centres, meanwhile, somehow managed to remain attractive places to live and meet as well as attractive sites for certain types of shops, leisure, cultural functions and small-scale business. Even though its spatial shape has dramatically changed, the ideal of the ‘European city’ as a place of proximity, functional mix, variety in lifestyles and above all a meeting place has survived into the 21st century after all (Hassenpflug, 2002). The cities are definitely not as dense, compact and dominant as they used to be, but they did not dissolve into the amorphous type of settlements described by Sudjic (1992) in his ‘100 mile city’. The core cities of urban regions might have lost (some of) their dominance in terms of economic importance, share of the regional population and facilities, but they still have an important role to play (Musterd & Salet, 2003). European urbanisation tendencies since the 1960s have indeed been characterised by deconcentration, but across rather small distances and without destroying the large and medium-sized cities. In this respect, Lambooy (1991, p. 439) remarked that “(...) the continuity of urban structure is stronger than is generally being accepted on account of the present-day belief in change”. The European city has ‘gone regional’, just like its US counterpart, but unlike the US, what is emerging in most of Europe is a small-scale polycentric urban region rather than a large-scale dispersed urban landscape (Musterd & Van Zelm, 2001). The next section will illustrate this ‘deconcentration European-style’ by presenting empirical evidence from the Dutch Randstad region.
4
What is really happening? Current and expected trends in the Dutch Randstad region

The Randstad metropolitan region in the Netherlands comprises the urban regions of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht, the four largest cities of the country. Its main feature is its historically grown polycentric structure, in which the four large cities share central place functions with a range of medium-sized cities. This polycentricity is typical of most of Northwest-Europe; the Randstad shares this feature with regions like the German Ruhr and Rhine-Main regions, the Belgian ‘Flemish Diamond’, the English Midlands, the north of Italy and most of Switzerland (Kloosterman & Musterd, 2001).  It is located in the part of Europe that is often described as Europe’s economic core: the ‘Pentagon‘ between London, Paris, Milan, Munich and Hamburg. According to global city and network theorists as well as European politicians, this is Europe’s main ‘global integration zone’ (Mehlbye, 2000). Within the Randstad, Amsterdam and Rotterdam are often seen as ‘world cities‘ due to their importance in transport and financial networks. The Hague is the third Randstad city with a growing international orientation, expressed in the attraction of several international diplomatic institutions (Taylor, 2002). In the 1990s, the ‘growth pressure‘ of the globalising economy could only partly be absorbed by the large cities. Therefore, employment deconcentrated to neighbouring suburban municipalities and medium-sized cities. Some decades before, in the 1960s and 1970s, a wave of population deconcentration had already made the Randstad settlement structure even more polycentric than it had historically always been. In the 1990s, the companies seemed to follow the people with some decades delay. However, so far employment deconcentration took place across much smaller distances than population deconcentration (Bontje, forthcoming).

The Randstad is probably one of the most advanced metropolitan regions in Europe in terms of the development of a polycentric urban system and in terms of the suburbanisation of population and economic functions (Batten, 1995; Bontje & Burdack, 2003). To what extent does the recent development of this region show signs of the trends witnessed or predicted in the European urbanisation debate? Recent trends in daily mobility, local population growth and business location can serve as indicators to assess whether the Randstad ‘practice‘ matches theoretical expectations.

Daily mobility

In the early 1990s, two empirical studies of the dynamics in daily mobility in the Randstad were published with contradictory conclusions. Based on evidence from the yearly Dutch daily mobility survey, Cortie et al. (1992) claimed that the Randstad could not be seen as one integrated metropolitan region yet, because the daily mobility of the majority of its inhabitants took place within much smaller areas: the ‘daily urban systems’ of the cities of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht. Daily urban systems in their analysis are defined as those municipalities of which at least 10% of the working population is working in the central city, or in the case of a polycentric region, in one of the central cities. Intriguingly, Clark & Kuijpers-Linde (1994) claim more or less the opposite based on the same data source. They see the marginal change in inter-regional commuter flows between the sub-regions of the Randstad as an indication that these smaller regions are indeed integrating into one metropolitan area on the Randstad scale. This would imply a ‘scale jump’ from the before-mentioned daily urban system with a radius of about 20 to 30 km, to an area with a radius of 50 to 60 km. If the Randstad would indeed become one metropolitan region, it would come quite close to the urban field of Friedmann and Miller (1965). 

Figure 1: Average trip distance per trip motive, Netherlands, 1987-2001
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Source: CBS, Reseach Daily Mobility Behaviour, 1987-2001.

However, a longitudinal analysis of daily mobility in the Randstad (as presented in more detail in Bontje, 2001) does not lead to any indications of such a ‘scale jump’ towards something like an urban field. The picture emerging from a comparison of data from 1987 to 2001 is stability, or a very slow evolution at best. Two of the most telling indicators for this remarkable stability of daily mobility patterns are shown here: the average distance of trips, and the share of trips remaining within daily urban systems. Figure 1 shows the average trip distance for the Netherlands as a whole. However, these figures are not very different from those of the Randstad area. Between 1987 and 1997, the average distance of trips was clearly increasing, but at a very slow rate and with distances remaining very modest. Between 1997 and 2001, the average distance even declined! An additional indicator of this stability is the percentage of trips per distance category: while in 1987, 85.4% of all trips were less than 20 km, this percentage was virtually unchanged in 1997 at 84.5%. This is the more remarkably considering that the number of daily trips in the same period rose with no less than 30%. However, the number of short trips rose almost as fast as the number of long trips, keeping the share of short trips almost stable. Splitting the total of trips up into trip motive categories hardly leads to another conclusion. All trip motive categories except one stay well within the 20 km-radius typical of most Dutch daily urban systems. The only exception is the category ‘business trips’, which includes going to business meetings, visiting customers and delivering cargo loads. This is exactly the category that urges Dieleman and Faludi (1998) to go as far as proclaiming the Randstad, the German Ruhr region and the ‘Flemish Diamond’ one integrated metropolitan region. Apart from this indicator, their reasons for doing this are mainly based on the physical appearance of the area and its population density, criteria that say little about the area’s functional integration as ‘action space’ of people’s daily lives. Even if business trips are apparently across larger distances than private trips, an average distance of not even 30 km is a weak indicator of such a ‘megalopolis’ crossing national borders. 

Average distances do not say much about the origin and destination of trips, only that they are in close proximity. It could well be that the share of trips between daily urban systems has increased without a significant growth of average distances. This could be the case if trips from the edge of one daily urban system to the edge of another would have increased. Such a trend might contribute to a blurring of borders between daily urban systems, and eventually to the emergence of larger-scale regions. However, looking at Table 1, this is not what happened in the Randstad. Using the same daily urban systems as Cortie et al. (1992), the surprising result is that hardly anything changed in the share of trips staying within regional borders. These intra-regional shares are both very high, considering the short distances between the urban regions, and remarkably stable. The modest share of daily trips crossing regional borders, moreover, is largely aimed at the directly neighbouring regions. Again, there is no sign of a scale enlargement of daily urban systems. The picture largely remains the same if these trips are split up according to trip motive. Meanwhile, however, the intensity of daily mobility relations within the daily urban systems increased. Fast growing sub-centres around the central cities changed the geography of daily trips within the daily urban systems significantly. The share of city-to-suburb and suburb-to-suburb-trips increased, making the traffic patterns of daily urban systems more complex. The daily mobility trend in the Randstad and its sub-regions in the 1990s, therefore, was more trips in the same small-scale urban regions, rather than increasing traffic across regional borders.

Table 1: Percentage of trips within regional borders, Randstad, 1987-1997

Region
1987
1992
1997

Amsterdam
88.4
90.0
89.2

Rotterdam
92.0
89.0
89.1

The Hague
86.9
85.7
85.5

Utrecht
84.7
83.5
81.7

Rest of Randstad
85.1
79.4
81.6

Source: Bontje, 2001.

Population dynamics: growth and decline tendencies since the 1970s

While daily mobility trends in the Randstad might serve as evidence against the claim that the Randstad, or even larger parts of the Netherlands, are becoming one urban field, recent population dynamics seem to deny that a process of ‘counter-urbanisation’ would have taken place in the Randstad. Following the definition of Champion (1989), counter-urbanisation would imply that most population growth would take place in the least urbanised places, and vice versa. Figure 2 shows the population growth rate of municipality types within the Randstad between 1970 and 2000. The muncipalities are grouped with the typology for ‘urbanity’ used by Statistics Netherlands (CBS). The criterion for urbanity in this typology is address density. In the 1970s, the counter-urbanisation hypothesis partly holds true. The most urbanised municipalities lost population, while all other categories enjoyed a fast population growth. However, even in this period of apparent deconcentration, it was not the least urbanised municipalities that grew fastest, but the categories in-between: the medium-sized cities and suburban municipalities. In the 1980s, these moderately urbanised municipality types managed to continue their high growth levels, while the least urbanised municipalities lost ground. In the 1990s, population growth was quite equally distributed across all municipality categories, producing a kind of ‘status quo’ between cities, suburbs and rural areas. Looking at the whole 30-year period, it becomes clear that the medium-sized cities and the larger suburban municipalities are the winners of the population redistribution process in the Randstad. The large cities (category ‘very strong urbanised’) lost population, but this happened mainly in the 1970s. From the mid-1980s on, the large cities managed to reclaim a part of their earlier losses. The least urbanised parts of the Randstad were very popular in the 1970s, but much less so in the last two decades. Therefore, if counter-urbanisation ever appeared in the Randstad, it was only short-lived. The major trend in the Randstad was the fast growth of medium-sized cities and suburbs, rather than the growth of rural settlements. The explanation partly lies in the Dutch national and regional spatial planning policies since the 1960s. From the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s, the policy of ‘clustered deconcentration’ changed a range of small cities and villages into medium-sized cities and also accelerated the population growth of some already existing medium-sized cities. From the mid-1980s on, the compact city policy contributed to the revival of large cities as living environments. Housing allocation was in both policies used as the major instrument to influence population distribution. However, the policy of clustered deconcentration could only be so successful because it met housing preferences of a large part of the Dutch population. For the same reason, compact city policy was much less successful, because it went against the housing preferences of the majority. The emergence of the compact city policy coincided with the effects of a changed household structure of the Dutch population, in which the share of more urban-oriented household types (young singles, childless couples and ethnic minority families) grew at the expense of young families with a more suburban preference. This socio-demographic change along with socio-economic changes such as the growing participation of women in the labour market, eventually had much more influence on population distribution trends than spatial planning policy. The preliminary result is an increasingly polycentric settlement landscape, but not a ‘centreless’ dispersed settlement pattern. 
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Figure 2: Population growth of municipality types according to urbanity rate, Randstad, 1970-2000 

Source: CBS, municipal population statistics, 1970-2000.

Dynamics in business locations

While the suburbanisation of the Randstad population became a mass movement in the 1960s and 1970s, suburbanisation of employment took place on a much more modest scale. Initially, employment deconcentration almost exclusively consisted of industrial production companies in search for expansion space. These companies often left the Randstad region, which was considered too crowded for industrial expansion, and went to the East or South of the Netherlands. From the 1980s on, accessibility increasingly became the decisive factor to leave the cities, or at least the city centres. As a result of population deconcentration and the explosive growth of car possession and use that went along with it, the cities were more and more hit by traffic congestion problems. Most people leaving the cities kept working in these cities, producing traffic jams and crowded trains in the rush hours. The national spatial planning policy of clustered deconcentration initially only made this congestion problem worse: while housing construction was generously subsidised in the ‘growth centres’ (the planned focal points of suburban housing construction), employment attraction was not (Bontje, 2001). 

This led many companies to reconsider their location and leave the city centres. However, most companies felt reluctant to move too far from their original locations and the agglomeration advantages they had enjoyed there. The paradigm change in Dutch national spatial planning policy from clustered deconcentration to compact city in the 1980s also contributed to a growing preference for business sites not too distant from the traditional city centres (Bontje, forthcoming). The geographic result so far is a rapid emergence of new economic centres at city-edges and in municipalities directly neighbouring the large cities. This new wave of employment deconcentration mainly consisted of offices instead of industrial production complexes. Along with service sector companies leaving the city centres, new company start-ups also increasingly took place at the city edges or in the suburbs instead of the city centres. This was especially true for rapidly emerging branches such as ICT and advanced producer services. Moreover, the internationalisation of the economy produced a ‘boom’ in the most internationally oriented part of the Randstad, the Amsterdam-Schiphol region. The powerful combination of the fourth largest airport in Europe (Schiphol), the internationally-oriented financial sector of Amsterdam and the emerging ‘cultural industry’ in the Amsterdam region led to a stunning job growth in the 1990s. New office sites mushroomed at Amsterdam’s city edges and in the surrounding suburbs around the turn of the century. The most popular sites were ring roads and road-rail intersections. 

To a lesser extent, the same development could be seen around the edges of Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht. Apparently, the ‘growth pressure’ of the globalising economy focuses most strongly on the Amsterdam region, and significantly less on the regions of Rotterdam and The Hague (Tordoir, 2003; Kloosterman & Lambregts, 2001). A second category of rapidly growing job concentrations is – again – in the medium-sized cities. It remains to be seen, however, if this trend towards employment deconcentration will continue. The Netherlands have been struck hard by the global economic crisis since 2001, too, and recovery is not yet in sight. The large-scale new office complexes at the city edges now appear to be planned in a way too optimistic fashion. Vacancy rates of 15 to 20% are no exception. The assumed shortage of office space has within only a few years turned into a huge over-supply, especially in the Amsterdam-Schiphol region. New employment concentrations at peripheral sites, like the US edge cities, have not emerged in the Randstad so far. The Dutch development are rather ‘city-edge’ than ‘edge-city’ (Bontje & Burdack, 2003). 

5 A challenging research and policy agenda

To what extent does the Randstad develop according to the theoretical expectations and claims? Is it transforming into a low-density urban field in which the traditional central cities have lost their dominance and functions are spread out across a large area? Did the urban regions of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht merge into one functionally integrated metropolitan region Randstad, or maybe even into a larger functional entity? Or do the recent developments in the Randstad rather point at the alternative theoretical vision of ‘small-scale polycentricity’? Looking at the indicators presented in section 4, a development in the direction of an urban field, 100 mile city, megalopolis or non-place urban realm is not (yet) in sight. Instead, the recent developments in daily mobility, population distribution and business location dynamics point at a strengthening of the Randstad’s polycentric structure. New sub-centres of population and employment concentration have been added in recent decades, but this did not happen a the expense of the traditional centres. The new and old centres complement each other in terms of economic functions and living environments. The fast suburban employment growth of the 1990s has contributed to a ‘functional enrichment’ of the suburbs. However, at the same time the traditional regional and national centres managed to claim their share of population and employment growth, too. Within these central cities, the traditional CBD has lost its dominance in favour of city-edge locations. The Randstad has become even more polycentric than it has historically always been, but the region has not become much larger. The Randstad’s internal cohesion is even still questionable. Actually, the Randstad still consists of at least two parts with only little mutual interrelations: the ‘North Wing’ (regions of Amsterdam and Utrecht) and the ‘South Wing’ (regions of Rotterdam and The Hague). Looking at the daily mobility trends in section 4, it is even valid to claim that the urban regions of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht are still largely separate functional entities in their own right. The daily life of the majority of inhabitants of these regions takes place within the regional borders of daily urban systems, in other words, within a range of 20 to 30 km at most. The Randstad, or its current ‘alter ego’ Delta Metropolis, therefore, is still not much more than a spatial planning concept. Apart from a lack of functional integration, the region also still lacks matching political institutions and a ‘Randstad identity’ (Meijers & Romeijn, 2003). 

The question occupying many Dutch researchers, politicians and lobbyists now is to what extent this situation of a fragmented Randstad is problematic. The protagonists of the Delta Metropolis dream of a polycentric metropolis able to compete with ‘world cities’ around the globe, but at the same time offering an attractive living environment with a broad range of housing areas, leisure sites and nature. Their big economic ambitions seem virtually impossible to combine with their social and environmental goals. Would it not be more advisable, then, to step back towards a more modest scale level of urban regional integration? With the current focus on international competitiveness, expressed in huge investments in high speed rail networks and the ‘mainports’ Rotterdam and Schiphol, the scale level of daily life of the majority of the Randstad population is overlooked. Where do people live, work and spend their free time and how do they get from one place to the other? To what extent does their action space even come close to the Randstad level, or the even larger ‘regions’ imagined in national and European planning and policy documents? The monitoring of urban regional dynamics, the processes at work behind these dynamics and the possible implications for local and regional planning remain a challenging research theme for Dutch urban researchers for the coming decades. 

The same can be said for researchers elsewhere in Europe, studying other urban regions but probably faced with similar questions and dilemmas.  What is lacking so far is an international comparative perspective on the driving forces behind of the emergence of polycentric urban regions such as the Randstad, and the effects of this process of ‘clustered deconcentration‘ on people’s daily lives (Kloosterman & Musterd, 2001). First steps towards such a comparative  perspective on European urbanisation have already been made. Examples include the study of employment deconcentration in Berlin, Budapest, Madrid, Moscow, Paris and the Randstad (Burdack & Herfert, 1998; Bontje & Burdack 2003); a comparison of population distribution tendencies and the influence of national spatial planning policies in the Netherlands, Switzerland, West-Sweden and Northern England (Bontje, 2001); a multidimensional comparison of the polycentric urban regions Randstad, Central Scotland, Flemish Diamond and Rhine-Ruhr (Meijers & Romeijn 2003); and a study of similarities and differences in urban sprawl tendencies in the regions of Liverpool, Stockholm, Leipzig, Vienna, Athens, Warsaw and Ljubljana (Reckien et al., 2003).  Hopefully, these and many other projects can contribute to a realistic perspective on the present and future direction of European urbanisation dynamics, a perspective with relevance for regional, national and European spatial planners trying to meet the demands of the people they plan for. 
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