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Abstract
This paper reflects on a currently running research project concerning the influence of physical planning on population distribution trends in the Netherlands. A comparison of the Netherlands with three other regions in Northwest Europe (Switzerland, West-Sweden and Northern England) is included in this research project. The comparative study should provide more insight in the relationship between physical planning and population distribution trends in general, and the degree to which the Netherlands differ from other countries in this respect.

The paper I will present at this conference deals with the methodological approach of the international comparison. For the case-study selection, I used the typology of European planning systems of Newman and Thornley (1996). Each case-study area represents one of the groups in this typology. The typology and its use for this comparative study are discussed in the paper. Furthermore, several problems that were encountered during the implementation of the comparative study are highlighted as well as the solutions that were found for some of them. At the conference, we could discuss on solutions for the problems that have remained so far.

Introduction
Since 1997, I have been working on a Ph.D. project about recent changes in population distribution in the Netherlands. In this project, special attention is paid to the influence of physical planning policy on these changes. Initially, the project focused on the role of physical planning in recent changes in the population distribution of the Netherlands only. Although the main interest of the project has always remained the Dutch situation, an international comparison was considered to be a useful addition. The Dutch case is fairly unique in Europe. Especially since the fall of socialist regimes in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the Netherlands is one of the few countries in Europe were physical planning appears to have significant influence on the spatial development of the country. An international comparison of the Netherlands with areas where physical planning supposedly had much less influence might contribute to more insight in the relative influence of physical planning on population distribution.   

The comparative study started with a lot of unknowns. My knowledge of planning systems outside of the Netherlands was very limited. As a consequence, the approach of my comparative study may have been slightly unconventional. Instead of starting out from a research model worked out in detail, my research model more or less grew around the experience of each subsequent case study. In addition, coming from an urban geography background, my approach to physical planning might be unconventional to most planners too. I tend to focus on the results of the planning process, that is, the realisation of plans 'on the ground'. Most planning researchers in the Netherlands, however, seem to concentrate more on the planning process instead of the eventual outcomes of this process. 

This paper discusses the design of the comparative study. Attention is paid to the selection of case studies, the kind of data collected, the methods of data collection and the obstacles encountered during the comparative study. To start with, the next section will present the typology of European planning systems that served as a basis for the case study selection.  

A typology of planning systems as a tool for comparative research
As will also appear from other papers in this conference, Europe contains a huge variety of national planning systems. There are probably not even two countries in Europe with the same planning system. However, some broad similarities between groups of countries can certainly be found. In recent years, several attempts have been made to make sense of the similarities and differences between planning systems in Europe. Healey and Williams (1993), for example, differentiated planning systems with characteristics of the national legal and constitutional settings and the country's administrative and professional culture. Another example of a categorisation of similarities and differences between European planning systems is the EU Compendium of Spatial Planning Systems 

(European Commission, 1997). The EU Compendium also considered planning systems in the context of legal and governmental structures.

Elaborating on the work of Healey and Williams, the British planning researchers Newman and Thornley (1996) constructed a typology of planning systems in Europe that provided a useful methodological tool for international comparison. Newman and Thornley divided Europe into five groups of countries (Figure 1). Existing groupings of legal families and administrative families in Europe were merged to from a typology of national planning systems. The groups are mainly based on the country's legal style (defined in terms of historical development, legal mode of thought, legal sources and ideology) and its administrative system. The most important aspect of the administrative system considered in the typology is the division of responsibilities between the national, regional or local level.

The authors themselves used their typology to compare recent urban planning projects in three countries, each representing one group of their typology. However, the typology could be applied to national or regional physical planning as well. In this case, the Newman and Thornley typology is applied to national and regional growth management policies, that is policies aiming to influence patterns and trends in population distribution and the distribution of economic functions across a country or region.

Figure 1. Groups of national planning systems in Europe according to the typology of Newman & Thornley (1996)


1
 'British': UK, Ireland

( 'evolutionary case law' (legal framework for planning is built up gradually, 'decision by decision')

( no legal protection of local government

(  strong control / monitoring from national level of local planning actions

2 
'Napoleonic': Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, 

Greece

( planning 'systematic', with general rules and laws (national law on spatial planning)

( planning system is hierarchic, with a clear division of tasks and responsibilities between the national, regional and local level (subsidiarity)

( national and local level most influential, regional level relatively weak

3
'Scandinavian': Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland


( national (and regional) planning reduced to minimum 


( local level most important; local governments 

make very detailed plans

4
 'Germanic': Switzerland, Germany, Austria


( planning 'systematic', with general rules and laws (like the Napoleonic countries)

( planning system is hierarchic, with a clear division of tasks and responsibilities between the national, regional and local level (subsidiarity)


( regional level (Bundesländer, cantons) most powerful

( federal government gives 'guidelines' but has hardly any powers to force the regions to follow these guidelines

5
'East-European': Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Rumania, 

Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia, Macedonia, Yugoslavia, Albania, Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Moldavia 

The hypothesis to be tested in the comparative study of recent population distribution trends is that differences in spatial planning systems lead to different trends in population distribution. If this hypothesis is true, the four selected cases should show clear differences in their population distribution trends since the 1970s, despite all the characteristics they have in common. The main hypothesis with which I started my comparative study was, that urban sprawl would be much less pronounced in countries with a strong position of the national government in physical planning than in countries where planning powers are concentrated on the regional or local level. In the 1980s and 1990s, compact-city policy appeared in some form on the planning agenda in almost every Western European country. However, only in countries where such a policy is coordinated on the national level, an effective nation-wide compact city policy can be expected. 

Selection of case studies

For the international comparison, countries or regions were sought that represented the types of planning systems of Newman and Thornley. At the same time, however, the comparison regions had to be as much like the Netherlands as possible. In the ideal situation, the planning system would be left as the only factor on which the case study areas would differ from each other. This situation was of course impossible to reach in reality. As Dickens et al. (1985) made clear, it is not possible for social scientists to replicate the experimental method of natural science. The variables that social scientists work with can never be isolated completely from each other. This certainly applies to planning policy, which inevitably takes place in the context of an open and constantly changing society. Furthermore, each country and region in Europe has responded to economic, socio-cultural and demographic changes in its own specific way. 

The eventual selection of case study areas, however, shows a lot of similarities on important factors influencing the dynamics of population distribution. So, to refer to the work of Dickens et al. (1985) once more, it was at least possible to reach a considerable reduction in the variability of the case study areas. The most important aspects of similarity were population density, the settlement system and geographical size of the area, recent socio-cultural and demographic processes, and recent economic development. The geographical scope for the other case studies was limited to Northwest-Europe. This was done to make the foreign case study areas as comparable as possible to the Netherlands with respect to recent socio-economic, demographic and economic developments. 

The case study areas that were eventually selected were Switzerland, West-Sweden and Northern England. The case-study area West-Sweden consists of the counties Västra-Götaland, Halland and Skåne and stretches from the Norwegian border in the northwest to the Öresund in the south. The case-study area Northern England includes the 'standard planning regions' North West, North East and Yorkshire & Humberside, and is bordered by Scotland in the north and the West- and East-Midlands in the south. Within the case study selection, Northern England represents the British group; the Netherlands is a member of the Napoleonic group; Switzerland belongs to the Germanic group; and West-Sweden is an example of the Scandinavian group.

The fifth group of Newman and Thornley (1996) is called 'East-European'. This group was left out of the international comparison. The only common feature of the East-European planning systems is their socialist heritage. After the breakdown of the Iron Curtain, the countries in this group all went their own way. Some Eastern European countries gradually developed Germanic-style systems, some countries more or less stuck to the socialist system, and some countries took no planning actions at all. The huge differences in planning systems within the Eastern European group make it impossible to choose a region that is more or less representative for the group. 

Of the remaining four groups, the group of the Netherlands is clearly the most diverse and complicated one. It is not easy to find a country that is representative for this group. The Napoleonic countries vary between intensive government involvement in planning on the national level (Netherlands, France) and almost no national government involvement (some of the southern European countries). Adding to the complexity is the tendency to increasing federalisation of Italy, Belgium and Spain. Still, the planning systems of the countries of this group are based on the same principles: a systematic approach with a national law on spatial planning and a hierarchical planning system with a national, regional and local level, each with its own clearly defined responsibilities.

All the regions that are included in the case studies have a size of about 40,000 square kilometres. The regions are characterised by a fairly high population density. In 1995, Northern England had the highest population density of the four regions: 381 persons per km2, closely followed by the Netherlands with 372 persons per km2. Switzerland and West-Sweden as a whole have a much lower population density, but the density figures in the most urbanised parts of these areas approach the overall figures for the Netherlands and Northern England.

The case study areas all have a polynucleated settlement system, without a primate city that dominates the region in all respects. An equivalent of metropolises like London or Paris is lacking. Instead, each of the regions contains a number of relatively small cities that have gradually grown together into a network configuration. The area’s population is spread quite evenly over the several cores of this network. Each core within the network has its own economic specialisations that are largely complementary to each other. The polynucleated configurations in the case study areas are: 

· the Randstad and its wide surroundings in the Netherlands; 

· the ‘Transpennine’ zone with the metropolitan regions of Merseyside, Greater Manchester, and South- and West-Yorkshire in Northern England; 

· the Mittelland in Switzerland, an urbanised zone stretching from Geneva to Basel between the Jura and the Swiss Alps; 

· and the border-crossing Öresund region in West-Sweden (with Malmö and Lund on the Swedish side, and Copenhagen on the Danish side of the Öresund as its major centres).

Although the regions have reacted to socio-cultural and demographic developments in different ways, the main trends of the last 30 years have basically been the same in all of the regions. Among the many trends that influenced population distribution in each of the case study regions are:

· mobility trends, such as the continuous increase of car possession and car traffic; 

· demographic trends, such as the rapidly dropping birth rate and the decrease of average household size; 

· socio-cultural trends, such as the increase of foreign migration; 

· the changes in internal migration behaviour resulting from the above-mentioned factors.

A major difference between the case study regions Netherlands, West-Sweden and Switzerland on the one hand, and Northern England on the other hand, is the recent economic development. All case study regions suffered from severe economic crises following the two oil crises of the 1970s, and again in the early 1990s. While the Netherlands, Switzerland and West-Sweden have shown a steady economic growth in the late 1990s, Northern England is still struggling with the negative effects of de-industrialisation. The largest share of recent economic growth in the UK has been concentrated in the South East. The effects of this difference in recent economic development between Northern England and the other case study areas on population distribution trends proved larger than expected beforehand.

Another difference between the case study regions lies in the housing preferences of their populations. In Northern England, the most preferred living environment is the countryside. People who want to leave the large cities show a tendency to move across relatively long distances to the non-metropolitan countryside (Champion, 1992). In West-Sweden, on the contrary, the peripheral countryside has suffered continuous population loss in recent decades. While the countryside is valued highly positive by the majority of the English, the Swedes have negative associations with countryside life and prefer being close to cities (Nyström, 1996). Switzerland and the Netherlands are in-between these two extremes. However, these differences in housing preferences do not seem to have lead to large differences in population distribution trends.

Methods of data collection  

At the start of the international comparison, the knowledge available about the three foreign case study areas was minimal. Especially about Switzerland and West-Sweden, very little was known at my research institute, because these are not areas that are studied frequently by Dutch geographers and planners. When the Netherlands is compared internationally, the United States and the United Kingdom are the most common countries of comparison. In the case of the UK, the focus is most often on London and the South East region. Therefore, the help of local specialists on population distribution and planning matters in Switzerland, West-Sweden and Northern England was needed. 

Initially, one or a few 'key persons' were contacted in each of the case study areas. These persons had already cooperated with researchers from the AME before and had done several studies on topics related to my project in the recent past. In addition, the key persons had access to national and regional databases of population development that could serve as an empirical basis for the study of trends in population distribution.

I visited each of the case study areas for a month to gather data on recent dynamics in population distribution and the forces behind these dynamics. The key persons provided a first general introduction to the case study area. They also helped to gather literature references and a network of specialists on physical planning (academics as well as people 'in the field'), migration, demography, geography and regional economy in the case study areas. As many specialists as possible were interviewed within the limited time period available. The information gathered in these interviews, including ideas for field trips and many useful literature references, provided useful extra information that I certainly could not have gathered from the literature. After I returned back to the Netherlands, I contacted the key persons once more and asked for their comments on my case study draft. This was a very useful insider's check on the validity of my conclusions that certainly contributed to the objectivity of my observations. 

Initially, the most wanted data were strategic development plans that covered the entire case study area. The reference point was the Dutch situation. In the Netherlands, a national report on long-term physical planning strategies is issued once every 10 to 15 years. This situation soon proved to be unique within the case study selection, if not in Europe. In Sweden, national planning is limited to a 'vision' that does not have any consequences for the planning of lower tiers of government (Nyström., 1996). Regional planning on the level of the case study region West-Sweden, or even sub-regions within West-Sweden, was entirely lacking during the period under research. In Switzerland, a document expressing the planning intentions of the federal government was published quite recently (Bundesamt für Raumplanung, 1996), but the national plans are guidelines only. The eventual planning decisions are almost entirely left to the cantons and the municipalities. In Northern England, regional planning was recently put back on the map after being totally absent in the 1980s (Baker, 1998). The local government level decides about physical planning on its territory, but has to do this within tight margins set by the national government. The British system of national planning control through 'planning policy guidance notes' and 'regional guidance notes' comes closest to the Dutch national plans. In short, there were no plans to compare between the case study areas.

Therefore, the comparison of planning influence on population distribution shifted from comparing plans to comparing planning systems. The most important aspects of the planning systems considered in the comparative study were:

· the dominant government level: national, regional, or local; 

· the dominant spatial concepts used in population distribution policy, as an expression of the relative importance given to concentration and dispersion of people, work and services; 

· other policies determining government power in physical planning: policies related to the land market, housing, infrastructure and regional economic development; 

· the relative powers of government, private parties and lobby groups. This last point is especially important in the case of Northern England, where lobby groups like the Council for the Protection of Rural England and the House Builders Association have powerful positions in the planning debate. 

Obstacles towards a 'working' comparison
In the process of realising the comparative study in practice, numerous obstacles occurred. One of the major obstacles was already mentioned above: the fact that a comparison on the basis of strategic plans with a national or regional scope was impossible because these plans appeared to be available in the Netherlands only. Another, also earlier mentioned obstacle was the contrasting economic development of Northern England vis-à-vis the other three case study areas in the 1990s. The comparative study was complicated even more because of problems connected to administrative and political boundaries. 

First, two of the case study areas are countries, while the other two are regions within countries. In the case of the Netherlands and Switzerland, national developments and policies could be used as reference point. However, in the case of Northern England and West-Sweden, the regional developments and policies always had to be interpreted in the context of national developments and policies, including physical planning policy.  

Second, also within the case study areas administrative boundaries caused problems. The municipality appeared to be the lowest administrative level on which population growth figures could be compared between the four areas for the entire research period. Unfortunately, the number of municipalities differed immensely between the four areas. In the end year of the comparative study of population distribution trends, 1995, only Northern England (90 municipalities) and West-Sweden (87 municipalities) came very close to each other in this respect. The Netherlands counted 633 municipalities in 1995, and Switzerland had no less than 3021 municipalities. Since the total surface of the case study areas is more or less the same, this implies that the size of the municipalities differs considerably between the case study areas. This problem was partly solved by looking at municipality types instead of individual municipalities. Since the main goal of this study was to discover the general recent trends in population distribution, the type and location (part of large-city agglomerations or outside of them) of the municipality are more important than municipality (area) size. In each of the case study areas, a typology could be found which classified municipalities into metropolitan, (medium-sized and small) urban, suburban and rural groups. In this way, it was possible to compare trends like suburbanisation and urban-rural migration between the four case study areas. 

The problem could have been solved 'the other way round' as well, by increasing the local units in the Netherlands and Switzerland. But this would without doubt lead to very heterogeneous local units in both these countries, and a loss of valuable information on the municipality level.

A totally different obstacle that I could not solve so far refers to the relative powers of government, private parties and lobby groups in the planning process. The relevance of this aspect of planning systems becomes especially clear when studying the case of Northern England. Lobby groups are constantly involved in the planning process and this is reflected in the eventual plans. For example, the persistence of British national and regional planners to hold on to the Green Belts is mainly due to the continuous lobby of the Council for the Protection of Rural England. In this way, a broad consensus on planning goals is reached on the national, regional and local level. The involvement of lobby groups might contribute strongly to the eventual effectiveness of growth management policies in Northern England. This is a factor that can not be left out of the comparative study, but unfortunately, it is also a factor that is hard to make operational. 

The 'added value' of the international comparison
The comparative study lead to some interesting results. The most important result was that the influence of physical planning measures on the dynamics of population distribution has recently been only very modest. For the period between 1970 and 1995, very comparable population distribution trends were found for the cases of the Netherlands, Switzerland and West-Sweden. In each of the three areas, a huge population loss of the large and medium-sized cities in the 1970s was followed by a renewed growth of these cities in the 1980s and 1990s. Suburbanisation was an extremely powerful movement in the 1970s, lost some power afterwards, but never completely disappeared. The rural areas close to the cities demonstrated the highest growth figures from the 1970s onwards. The fact that the Netherlands, Switzerland and West-Sweden had very different planning systems, resulting in differences in the ambition level of their (national and regional) growth management policies, did not seem to cause significant differences in the distribution of their population. The exception to the rule were the late 1970s and early 1980s, when the Dutch government managed to catch a large part of the out-migration of the large cities in growth centres. However, even during this relatively successful period of Dutch planning, suburbanisation outside of the growth centres and loss of open space continued. 

Only the case of Northern England demonstrated a markedly different trend. In contrast to the other three cases, the large and medium-sized cities in Northern England showed hardly any recovery in their growth figures in the 1980s and 1990s. This difference between Northern England and the other three case study areas, as indicated before, was mainly due to the recent economic development: while the Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland have regained economic growth in the 1990s, Northern England still suffers from a stagnating economy.  

Another interesting parallel was found in the spatial concepts used in the case study areas. In all four areas, a strong preference for compact-city development was demonstrated in national planning documents during the 1990s. This did not always mean that compact-city extensions were actually built in the end. Only in the cases of Northern England and the Netherlands the intention to build compact cities was expressed in concrete planning measures 'on the ground' taken by all levels of government (national, regional, and local). In West-Sweden, compact-city development was (and still is) promoted by the national government, but recent developments on the local level seem to go in the opposite direction. National planners do not have tools to enforce their planning guidelines on the municipal level, while regional planning is almost non-existent. In Switzerland, planning powers are concentrated on the regional (canton) and local (municipal) level. While several cantons share the vision of the federal government and aim at compact cities, there are also a large number of cantons that take no action at all against urban sprawl.     

Conclusions
The comparative study described above may read as a trial-and-error process, and this is exactly the way I experienced it. I could not find examples of earlier likewise comparisons of the effectiveness of growth management policies and therefore I had to find my own method to deal with the comparative study to a large extent. 

During the realisation of the comparative study, numerous expected and unexpected obstacles were encountered. These obstacles could be conquered only partly. Despite the remaining problems, the comparison of the Netherlands with other areas in Northwest-Europe produced some interesting results. The most important result was a deeper insight in the relative contribution of physical planning policy to population distribution trends. In the Netherlands, internationally praised for its effective growth management policies, the influence of physical planning on where people live tends to be overestimated considerably. A comparison of the Netherlands with areas where the (national) government is much less active in growth management helps to put the limited possibilities of physical planning in this field in the right perspective.    
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