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Metropolitan Trends 
and Scenarios  

 

Lewis Dijkstra 
Deputy Head of the Analysis Unit 
Directorate-General for Regional Policy  
European Commission 

I have been working for the European commission 
for the past ten years: first, in the Urban Unit and 
now in the Analysis Unit which produces all the 
Cohesion reports. In this particular presentation  
I will give you details on how we are improving our 
understanding of cities and metropolitan areas. 
And I am very happy that we have some very good 
experts like Christian Vandermotten and Karl Peter 
Schön, who know a lot about area definition, city 
definition and metropolitan areas. 

Since I started working at the Commission, one of 
the questions I have been frequently asked was: 
"Lewis, how many cities have we got in Europe?" 
My usual reply was: "well, tell me how many  
people you want in them and I'll tell you how many 
we've got". But that was not a very good answer, 
so we tried, slowly but surely, to improve our  
understanding of the urban structure in Europe. 

A new definition of city 

We created a local level definition of cities, accor-
ding to three basic steps:  first, we defined an ur-
ban center, second a city based on it - consisting of 
one or more municipalities, and third a commuting 
zone.  

This is the first time we have been able to find a 
wide scale rigorous and harmonised definition, 
together with the OECD. This is why it has been 
applied to several continents. Currently we are in a 
discussion with Eurostat to see if it can become 
part of their legal framework.  

In addition to this local definition, we created 
NUTS-3 approximations to have access to annual 
economic data since there is no other way in  
Europe.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Urban Center City Commuting Zone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We only look at the residents of cities. A lot of  
institutes and researchers say: "What about day-
time population, with people moving in and out of 
the city for work? » Brussels and Luxemburg are  
famous for having almost half of their working force 
living outside the region, yet we do not have data. 

Other people say: "what about urban functions? 
Even small, with a university, hospitals, headquarters, 
it is still a city!" And I say: "It can be true, but I do 
not have the data". Although for rather small cities, 
such factors do play a role. This is why for some 
cities we decided to negotiate with the national 
statistical offices. 

Europe counts 247 metro regions 

Metropolitan regions registering at least  
¼ million people in the commuting zone, we found 
247 of those, some of them covering an entire 
country like Luxemburg, Cyprus or almost Malta  
(at times, some 62 % of the population). We observed 
that even with less employment, people working in 
these metropolitan regions are much more produc-
tive. They produce 2/3 of gross added value in 
Europe. So, clearly, cities in average are much 
more productive. 
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Urban growth doesn’t apply  
to all countries 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

United Nations warns: “the world is becoming more 
urban, reaching soon 75% of the population in  
urban cities".  

This calculation is the best that can be done at a 
global scale. Yet at smaller scales, a finer analysis 
shows that countries such as The Netherlands,  
my country, France, UK, Ireland are not urbanising. 
It is unheard in the media but this is the case.  

In France, half of the cities grow much less quickly 
than the country as a whole. UK? Same story! This 
story about urban boosters and urban growth does 
not apply to all countries and it clearly does not 
apply to all cities. In some situations like Spain, 
there are extreme differences.  

On the other hand, Bulgaria and Northern countries 
are clearly experiencing something I am reluctant to 
call “urbanisation”. It is not that their cities are  
growing; it is just that their countryside is shrinking 
faster. Instead of “urbanisation”, you could call it 
“emptying out” of the countryside. In less developed 
countries, living in the countryside is not so attrac-
tive. For indicators such as poverty and access to 
services, the differences between the city centers 
and rural areas are huge, especially in countries 
such as Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia or Hungary. 
The quality of life is reflected in some of the demo-
graphic patterns. 
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Productivity: some rural regions 
outperforming cities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In some countries like France, metropolitan regions 
are more productive than other regions: Paris does 
about 50% better than a non-metropolitan region. 
London is in a similar situation although some other 
smaller cities jump out as well. For specific reasons, 
it is also the case of smaller cities such as  
 

 

Groningen in The Netherlands because of the  
energy firms located there. Yet, in some other coun-
tries, rural regions outperform a huge group of cities 
(Italy, UK, Germany or Spain). 
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A higher concentration of activities 
in Eastern capital cities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The differences between productivity in the capitals, 
metropolitan and non-metropolitan regions are far 
greater in the eastern part than in the western part 
of Europe. To survive, companies have to be in the 
capital. So a very high concentration of activities in 
those capital cities means very high real estates, 
local inflation, pressure on wages, pressure on the 
environment, pressure on transports...  

The key question for those countries is: is this 
trend going to continue or is it going to reverse?  

These countries are now betting that putting  
investments in the capital city is more efficient than 
elsewhere but if they become more like the West, 
the trend will have to reverse.  

 

 

Education: a link between tertiary 
education and metropolisation 

In a medium term, you would expect growth to  
disperse and get a higher growth rate outside the 
capital. Maybe you need to think about where you 
are putting your public investments. 

France is about even but Germany, Italy, Poland 

experience an increase of productivity growth rates 

in areas outside of metropolitan regions. Romania 

has huge disparities. This is a proof that all the 

capitals do not outperform the rest.  Why are they 

not doing better? What should we do about our 

policies to make the best use of this? 
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In most countries, tertiary labour 
force is in the cities 

 

 

 

A quick snapshot of educational performance:  

In France, tertiary educated people live more likely 
in metro regions than in others and the difference 
between Paris and the rest is huge.  

In most European countries, the gap is wide so if a 
company needs tertiary educated labour force it has

  

to move to a city. It can be substantial in countries 
such as Denmark but it is quite small in countries 
like Finland or The Netherlands and minimal in the 
UK where a very good education labour force can 
be found in many rural areas. 
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Jobs are less concentrated  
than the population  
in metropolitan regions  

 

 

 

 

 

Employment is less concentrated than population in 
metropolitan regions. So we would expect employ-
ment rates to be higher in many countries outside 
metropolitan areas; in part, this would be due to agri-
culture employment, significant in some countries. 
Yet in countries such as UK, employment rates are 
higher on average outside the metropolitan regions. 
Most of the large cities score much worse than the 
country as a whole. It is not the case of course of 
London and Paris 

In some of the metropolitan regions, especially the 
large ones, a trend is forcing out some of the middle 
education and middle incomes. There is a concentra-
tion of people with a very poor prospect on the labour 
market, high unemployment rates, high poverty rates 
and a group of people who are highly educated and 
who have very high incomes. Brussels is the perfect 
example: it is a region with the highest density of 
employment opportunity in Belgium and one of the 
highest unemployment rates. It is 20% for young 
people and even higher of course for uneducated 
ones, maybe from ethnic background.  

This is also a situation that can be seen in London 
and this is why London has not performed very well. 
It is extremely productive; it has a lot of highly  
educated people with a very high salary. It also has 
a very high cost of living and a lot of people without 
higher education, without a job and without any 
prospect of a job, with many households with none 

of the people working. Both the benefits and the 
drawbacks come to the forefront, mostly in the 
western part and the most developed part of the 
Union. 

Vincent Fouchier 

Why is the employment rate so low in France  
compared to the UK or Germany? 

Lewis Dijkstra 

In France the differences between non-metropolitan 
regions and the average of the country is quite 
small because a group of cities outperforms non-
metropolitan regions and a significant group of cities 
really has low employment rates and does not  
manage to change from an industrial base to a 
knowledge base and service economy. On average, 
a group of non-metropolitan regions scores better in 
France than metropolitan regions. In the UK, the 
differences are much bigger. Paris scores quite well 
in terms of employment rate yet the numbers for 
poverty could give a different perspective The Dutch 
are the champions of part-time employment and so 
score very well. 
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Scenarios and challenges  
for the future  

 

What is the future for big cities?  

In the EU-15, we see very small productivity gaps 
between cities and between cities and the rest of 
the country. How is this going to change? Are big 
cities going to overcome the congestion cost, high 
cost of living and all the major problems from  
concentrating so many people in a small place? Or 
are they going to make a quality of life better,  
housing more affordable, transport more efficient? 
These are some of the key questions for larger 
cities. 

What are we going to do with smaller  
cities? 

Some of them have made a transition to the 
knowledge economy, to the service economy,  
generating jobs, for both educated and less edu-
cated. They might be very attractive places to work, 
better connected places through the internet,  
universities, through all the networks or they could 
remain behind. 

In France, the differences between the non-
metropolitan regions and the average of the country 
are quite small because a group of cities outper-
forms non-metropolitan regions. Other cities can 
stand to gain if they present the right mix of quality 
of life, services and productivity.  

How are rural areas going to evolve? 

Obviously agriculture is not going to be a growth 
sector. It is not going to create a lot of employment. 
This has to come from other aspects but how do 
you connect them to the rest of the country, the rest 
of the economy? Despite all the headlines about 
large-scale urbanisation in the world, in some  
countries this is no longer happening. How is this 
kind of trend going to evolve? 

Are we going to see more shrinking cities 
in the EU 15? 

The population grows slowly, starts to slow down 
and reverse. Which cities are going to be winning, 
which are going to be losing? How are they going to 
deal with changes required on the housing market 
and the social structures? 

 

 

 

Polarisation between wealth  
and poverty  

In terms of urban deprivation there is a clear  
concentration of poverty and lack of opportunity in 
some of the neighbourhoods in the largest cities. 
How can we address those particular issues?   

Eco-efficiency in cities 

Often the city is portrayed as the enemy when it 
comes to environmental sustainability. The irony is 
that they are actually the most sustainable places 
we know today. If you want to locate a job or a 
household somewhere, the closer you move them 
to a city center, the less energy you are going to 
use, the less negative impact you are going to have 
on the environment. So what we really need to do is 
become aware of that eco-efficiency of cities and 
make sure that city living is attractive, becomes  
attractive and remains attractive. 

Where to foster development? 

In terms of the UE-12 the gap between the capital 
metro region and the rest of the country is huge and 
often growing very quickly. I expect this trend to 
reverse at a certain point, growth being higher out-
side the capital metro region. Do we anticipate that? 
Could we start making new investments  
knowing what is going to happen? New investments 
in transport take a decade to be built. In a decade 
from now, the growth pattern could be radically 
different than it is today and if you keep investing in 
the capital you might have a real problem and  
bottlenecks.   

Major uncertainties 

The big question is: what is going to happen to 
migrations? Are we going to continue to send many 
of our best brains to the rest of the Union? Are they 
going to come back? When would they be willing to 
come back? What are they going to do when they 
come back here? And then in terms of access to 
services I think there are still a lot of problems  
outside the metro regions in terms of quality of life, 
access to healthcare, access to education…  

I would like that to change! 

  


