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5 FIRM RELOCATION AT COUNTRY LEVEL: ITALY, 
THE NETHERLANDS AND THE UNITED KING-
DOM  

 
5.1 Introduction  
 
No single source is able to estimate the total number of businesses in the Nether-
lands, the UK and Italy. Business data are provided by five main categories of 
sources: institutional, statistical, governmental – or originally governmental –, fi-
nancial and commercial. The Netherlands and the United Kingdom developed their 
firm migration databases while in Italy not attempt has been done in this direction 
yet. Firm relocation studies are based on the migration databases for the Dutch and 
British cases and on the Business Register of the chambers of commerce or the 
ASIA archive of ISTAT (Statistical Institute) for the Italian case. 
This chapter describes the business registration systems of the three countries and 
firm migration databases. Besides, it investigates how firm relocation, according to 
the various registration systems, tended to increase or decrease in the three coun-
tries since the 1990s and what are the main trends for the economic sector.  
The chapter is organised as follows. The next section deals with the description of 
the business registration systems of Italy, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, 
grouped into three categories: institutional, governmental and statistical. Firm mi-
gration databases are described in section 5.3 and the focus is on similarities and 
differences of the systems in the three countries and on their potentialities. Section 
5.4 describes firm relocation in 1990-2000s in the three countries and underlines 
the geographical destination of investments and the sectors involved. A comparison 
of firm relocation in the three countries is presented in the last section. 
 

5.2  The business registration system  
 
5.2.1  Italy 
 
In Italy the chambers of commerce, industry, crafts and agriculture, acting under 
the direction of the Ministry of Industry, are responsible for maintaining the Italian 
Business Register at the national level. The Italian Chamber System includes 102 
chambers of commerce.1 Each chamber owns a business archive that together with 
the others form the Business Register. 
This register comprises all people that conduct businesses including those ex-
empted until 19982: firms without employees (those composed solely of the foun-
der(s), and/or other family members), agricultural entrepreneurs and farmers.3  
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In 2003 the chambers of commerce recorded 5.9 million registrations. The working 
companies were 4.8 million. Of those, 1.5 million are in the wholesale sector, 1.4 
million were artisan companies, 1 million farms and 750,000 manufacturing firms. 
The computer information is brought together through the company Infocamere4 in 
order to provide computer and telecommunications facilities. In this way, every 
chamber of commerce (at the provincial level) is connected to the system and in 
turn to the other Chambers at the national level. The trimester gathering of statisti-
cal data on company birth and death by InfoCamere is contained by Movimprese. It 
is a database on firm demography that is based on the Register of Companies. The 
main elaboration of data by Movimprese concerns head offices. 
Movimprese presents the following analyses: 

• Changes in the juridical form  
• Changes in geographical areas 
• sector dynamics 

The business register is a longitudinal register in that every unit has a unique code 
(the taxpayer’s code) that does not change when the company moves to another 
province. In addition, the Chamber of Commerce assigns the REA5 (Repertorio 
Economico e Amministrativo) code to all companies and branch plants 
(“unita’locali”). The REA code is an identification number at the provincial level. 
It means that it changes whenever the company moves to another province 6. A 
branch is identified by its REA code and by the taxpayer’s code of the corre-
spoding head office (See Appendix 1 for a detailed description of the information 
contained in the Register). Finally, an operations company, Cerved S.p.A., markets 
information internationally. 
In 1982, Lombardy Region and Unioncamere Lombardia developed the ASPO da-
tabase that concerns only the number of branches and related employees of the so-
called ‘new Milan province’ (excluding the province of Lodi). It provides informa-
tion on the employment of more than 600,000 branches. Its sources are the Italian 
Business Register, Telecom Italia – SEAT, INPS7 and INAIL.   
The Italian Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) developed the National Company Ar-
chive: ASIA (Archivio Statistico Imprese Attive8). ASIA is the statistical archive of 
working businesses that holds about 22 million records. ASIA is a useful data reg-
ister to capture the dynamics of activities characterised by high mobility levels. It 
also registers one-person companies and the branches.  
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Table 5.1: The Business Registration Systems 

Registration System NETHERLANDS UNITED KINGDOM ITALY 
 

Institutional 
Institute  Dutch chambers of 

commerce  
 

Companies House 
 

1) Italian chambers of 
commerce 
2) Unioncamere 
Lombardy and 
Lombardy Region 

Register  
 

Trade Register 
 

Company Register 
 

1) Registro Imprese 
(Business Register)  
2) ASPO data Register  

Governmental 
Institute Ministry of Eco-

nomic Affairs and 
Ministry of Housing, 
Physical Planning 
and Environment  

Department of Trade 
and Industry –DTI  
 

 

Register – data  
 

LISA data Register  
 

- VAT registrations and 
de-registrations 
- Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SME) 
Statistics 

 

Statistical 
Institute Central Bureau of 

Statistics- CBS 
National Statistics-NS - Italian Statistic Insti-

tute-ISTAT  
 

Register – data  
 

- General Business 
Register-ABR 
- Single Business 
Register-BBR 

- Interdepartmental 
Business Register –
IDBR 
- NS Surveys 
  

- Archivio Statistico 
Imprese Attive –ASIA  

Financial 
Institute - Ministry of Social 

Affairs and Em-
ployment (Tax Reg-
ister) 
- Ministry of Finance 
- National Institute 
for Social Security -
LISV 

- Inland Revenue 
- Dun and Bradstreet 
- Barclays Bank (Small 
Business Bulletin) 9 
 
 

- Ministry of Finance 
(Tax Register)10  
- Italian Social Security 
– INPS (INPS Archive)11   
- National Institute of 
Insurance against Indus-
trial Injuries – INAIL 
(INAIL Archive) 

Commercial 
Data  - ABC 

- Kompas Holland 
- Yellow Pages  

- Exstat databank12 
- Yellow Pages  

- National Electrical  
Energy  supplier 
(ENEL)13  
- SEAT14 
 

Firm Relocation Database 
Institute/Company  Dutch Chamber of 

Commerce  
Prism Research  1) Italian chamber of 

commerce  
2) Italian Statistics 
Institute-ISTAT  

Database  Mutation Balance 
 
  

Credo database 
 
 

1) Elaboration on 
Registro Imprese data  
2) Elaboration on ASIA 
data   
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ASIA is a longitudinal data archive. As for the Business Register, the identification 
code of the companies is the taxpayer’s number. The sources of the archive can be 
divided into three main groups. The first group is composed of the large adminis-
trative archives and national collection archives. It comprises: 

• the Tax Register (Anagrafe Tributaria) by the Ministry of Finance. It 
collects information about all those, physical and juridical entities, 
obliged to declare income for the payment of the direct and indirect 
taxes; 

• the Business Register by the chambers of commerce; 
• the INPS Archive records firms that employ people for which they are 

obliged to pay the national insurance and charitable contributions; 
• the INAIL Archive records firms that employ people for which they are 

obliged to pay the premium for the assurance against industrial inju-
ries15; 

• the ENEL Archive concerns the electrical energy consumption with the 
exclusion of the household consumption; 

Public and private institutions that manage sub-archives of specific sectors are the 
second group of information sources. These are: ANIA (for the Insurance Compa-
nies), the Ministry of Industry (for the large commercial distribution), the Ministry 
of Transportation (for the authorisation of the stock transport) and ABI (for the 
banks). The third group concerns all the statistical business analyses developed by 
ISTAT (the so-called ISTAT databases). In 2000, Asia adopted the SEAT database 
“Yellow Pages”.  
The first National Company Archive was developed in late 1996- early 1997 and 
the new ISTAT Census 2001 aims to elaborate a working archive of branches 16. 
 
5.2.2  The Netherlands  
 
Since 1921, in the Netherlands each new business (companies and their branch es-
tablishments) must be registered with the Trade Register (or CoC register) of the 
Chamber of Commerce17 in which the new business entity is located.  The Nether-
lands has 21 chambers of commerce. Every one of the 21 chambers of commerce 
maintains a Trade Register for its own region.  
The Trade Register contains information on all firms that are legally required to 
register. It also covers non-profit organisations which carry out commercial activi-
ties, such as some associations and foundations. Among those not obliged to regis-
ter are the agrarian “one-person” companies (farmers) and self-employed persons, 
unless they have been incorporated (NV: public limited or BV: private limited 
company, etc.). Public bodies, which are mostly governmental organisations are 
under no obligation to register either.18 In the Trade Register every registration and 
deregistration is coded for purposes of economic analysis. This makes it possible to 
create a yearly “Balance of Change” to describe the regional and national economic 
demography or “business demographics” (Kemper, 1994). The basis for the regis-
tration of a mutation is the juridical entity. 
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Table 5.2 shows the administrative reasons to ensure a clear distinction between 
the economically relevant changes and other changes in business.  

 
Table 5.2: Code system of balance of change 

 Typology  
Reason for registration A-Administrative reasons 
 B-Foundation (establishment) of a new activity 
 C-Takeover 
 D-Relocation 
Reason for de-registration A-Administrative reasons 
 B-Liquidation (termination) of activities  
 C-Takeover 
 D-Relocation 

Source: Elaboration on Kemper (1994) 
 
According to Kemper, in 1994 the central database comprised about 800,000 busi-
ness establishments, 100,000 foundations and 100,000 associations. In the year 
2000 the number of establishments rose to 1,000,00019 (See Appendix 1 for a de-
tailed description of the information contained in the Register). 
In the Netherlands, another business register is developed by the statistical institute 
“Statistics Netherlands” (CBS). It is a government institution and falls under the 
responsibility of the Ministry of Economic Affairs. The register is named  Alge-
meen Bedriifsregister or General Business Register (ABR) and records all firms 
and establishments in the Netherlands. It provides a sampling frame for samples 
and addresses for surveys conducted in connection with most of the economic sta-
tistics compiled by the CBS. It supplies the name and address of the respondents 
and – in view of the fact that nearly all economic statistics are based on it – consti-
tutes an important instrument for the co-ordination of these statistics (Wille-
boordse, 1986). The ABR can be described as an ‘economic-demographic register’. 
It is basically used as the sample frame for business surveys. 
The LISA data register (Landelijk Informatiesysteem Arbeidsplaatsen en Vesting-
ingen) of business establishments is an administrative register. It was originally 
established by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment in order to monitor 
the development and distribution of employment, but is now managed by the Min-
istry of Economic Affairs and the Ministry of Housing, Physical Planning and En-
vironment.  
The LISA register in principle includes all addresses in the Netherlands where 
workers are employed. In 2000, the total number of units in the register was ap-
proximately 740,000. It is a longitudinal register in that every unit has a unique 
code. The following information is collected annually for each unit: address of the 
unit, workers (number and category20), economic activity (four- digit level). The 
data are organised at the regional level, and each region has its own independent 
register holder, which may use its own methods to collect the information. Re-
gional differences in statistics are therefore also partly the result of these different 
methods. Another result of this regional organization of the data is that firms that 
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move from one register to the other (i.e. cross the boundary of the region of a regis-
ter holder) are treated as an exit in the sending region, and an entry in the receiving 
region. In a number of regions the code “due to relocation” is added to these transi-
tions, but not everywhere. The national database is collected from information 
from each of the regional register holders. The data in LISA for most regions trace 
back to the early 1990s.  
 
5.2.3  The United Kingdom  
 
In the United Kingdom, Companies House is the government agency responsible 
for company registration. It also has a key role in providing information about Brit-
ish companies.21 Companies House has the public records of over 1,3 million com-
panies and it keeps the information on 2,6 million dissolved companies as well. 
Every week it registers 4,000 new companies and handles another 2,500 dissolu-
tions or change in name. In one year it would be registering somewhere in excess 
of 5 million documents 22. 
Companies House holds information about businesses that are limited companies 23 
and thus excludes charities, partnerships 24, etc. Storey (1994) argues that in 1990 
there were 1,765,180 companies registered for VAT (Value Added Tax)25, whereas 
the data from Companies House indicated that, in that year, the total number of 
companies registered was 1,115,000. In addition, less than one-fifth of businesses 
registered for VAT are limited companies. This suggests that only about half of the 
companies formally registered at Companies House are actually trading at any 
point in time.  
Every company is identified by a unique code, assigned by Company House, that 
will stay the same through out the company’s history. Companies House does not 
register branch plants (See Appendix 1 for a detailed description of the information 
contained in the Register).  
In the UK, the official register of businesses is the Inter-Departmental Business 
Register (IDBR), administered by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). The 
IDBR is a list of UK businesses and combines the former Central Statistical Office 
(CSO) VAT-based business register and the former Employment Department (ED) 
employment statistics system  26. It holds records of all businesses registered for 
VAT and all businesses operating a PAYE scheme. Careful monitoring of the Reg-
ister minimises double counting. PAYE stands for Pay As You Earn, and most 
people pay their income tax under this system. PAYE is a way of spreading the 
income tax over the tax year.  
The IDBR records each business’s employment (and hence size), turnover and in-
dustry. Many small businesses are not covered by the IDBR. Excluded are those 
that are neither registered for VAT nor to do they or operate a PAYE scheme.27 
There are three types of businesses covered by the estimates: sole proprietorships, 
run by one self-employed person, partnership, run by two or more people, and 
companies, in which the working directors are counted as employees. Unregistered 
businesses are almost certainly made up of the first two types. Companies not on 
the IDBR are likely to be inactive. 
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All businesses registered at IDBR have a unique VAT registration number. The 
IDBR holds business-level data and site-level information e.g. shops and factories.  
There are around 3.6 million businesses in the UK of which 2 million are on the 
IBDR. The IBDR provides more than 99% coverage of economic activity. The 
IDBR covers all parts of the economy, but omits some very small businesses (self-
employed persons and those without employees and low turnover) and some non-
profit-making organisations 28. 

 
Table 5.3: Enterprises and self-employment on and off the IDBR (millions) 

 On the IDBR Unregistered 
 Businesses Self-employed Businesses Self-employed 

Sole proprietorship 0.73 0.73 1.47 1.47 
Partnership 0.42 0.82 0.26 0.52 
Companies 0.80 - - - 
All 1.95 1.55 1.73 1.98 

Source: ONS-Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) Statistics for the United Kingdom 1999 and DTI. 
 
The main administrative sources for the IDBR are:  

• value Added Tax (VAT) 29. It regards details of businesses registered 
for VAT and it covers 1.6 million traders (tapes provided by HM Cus-
toms & Excise weekly) 30; 

• pay as you earn (PAYE) 31. It regards details of employees in PAYE 
schemes and it covers 1.1 million employers (tapes provided by Inland 
Revenue quarterly). 

In addition, other information is added to the register if required for ONS statistical 
purposes, for example: 

• NS Surveys. It concerns 966,804 inquiry forms sent to 239,388 busi-
nesses in 1998; 

• information from Dun and Bradstreet 32 on company ownership;  
• information from Companies House. 

Besides, DTI publishes the statistical bulletin ‘Small and Medium Enterprise 
(SME) Statistics for the United Kingdom’. It contains a size breakdown of the 
number of businesses in the United Kingdom, from sole traders with no employees 
to businesses with 500 employees or more. It also shows the contribution to em-
ployment and turnover made by businesses of different sizes, with a regional and 
industry breakdown. SME statistics for the UK are analyses produced by National 
Statistics but passed to DTI under contract. 
Finally, there is the ONS publication PA1003 that is an annual publication of the 
size analysis of UK businesses, compiled from the Inter-Departmental Business 
Register. It contains detailed information on enterprises in the UK including size, 
classification and location. 
According to Keeble and Walker (1994), the VAT data, used as the measure of 
spatial variations in business formation, dissolution and net change in stock of 
business, while possessing certain well-documented limitations (see Daly, 1990-
1991) represents the most up-to-date, comprehensive, reasonable long-term and 
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spatially disaggregated data source currently available for such investigation. On 
the other hand, it is estimated by the Small Business Research Trust (1992) that 
only 56 per cent of UK business enterprises are registered for VAT (Storey, 1994). 
 
5.3  Firm relocation databases  
 
In Italy no database on firm relocation has been developed yet. The brief descrip-
tion of the two business registers mentioned earlier (Business Register and ASIA 
Archive) indicates that the Italian registration system possesses the necessary quali-
fications for developing firm migration data. First, in both cases, the registration is 
at national level and it is aggregated for business areas. Second, the unique code 
(taxpayer’s code) that identifies all companies, allows the firm migration process to 
be monitored trough a longitudinal analysis. 
Both ASIA Archive and Business Register provide data on the integral relocation 
of head offices at provincial level. However, the Business register also records so-
called ‘partial relocation’ i.e. the setting up of a branch in an area which is different 
from that of the head office. 
As concerns the Netherlands, in the mid-1980s, the Dutch Chambers of Commerce 
started the so-called Mutation Balance project, which produces on an annual basis 
national data about firm formation, firm migration and firm closure for each Corop 
region. The Regional Registrations (21 regional databases) have been assembled in 
the so-called National Registration of Relocation in order to build a registration of 
firm migration. It takes into account both head offices and branch plants, although 
the branches are underestimated.  
As stated above, the trade register is longitudinal: every business has a unique 
code. It does not change if the company relocates. It follows that through a longitu-
dinal study it is possible to identify firm migration processes (Table 5.4).  
On the basis of these data, after 1985, a series of articles have been written to 
document and analyse the firm migration process (Kemper and Pellenbarg 1988, 
1991, 1993, 1995, and 1997; Pellenbarg and Kemper, 1999). Since 1995, however, 
the Dutch chambers of commerce no longer publish firm relocation figures because 
they are not considered to be accurate enough. By way of exception, the chambers 
of commerce made data available about the migration of manufacturing industry in 
2001, with 10 employees or more (Pellenbarg and Van Steen, 2003). This is a part 
of the overall firm mobility that is considered to be less vulnerable to registration 
mistakes.  
In the UK the available dataset on firm relocation is the Credo database (Company 
Relocation and Economic Development Observatory), developed by Prism Re-
search, a business and economic research and information consultancy operating in 
the West Midlands. Credo recorded the firm relocation process in the UK from 
1988 to 2001. Its principal source of information is the dataset provided by Dun 
and Bradstreet that concerns companies registered with the Companies House in 
the UK. 
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Table 5.4: The Mutation Balance and the CREDO databases  

Database MUTATION BALANCE (NL) CREDO (UK) 
Source  The Dutch Trade Register  Dun and Bradstreet  
Years period  1986-2001* 1988- 2000 (trimester)*  
Type of business  Head offices  

Branch plants  
Single-location companies  
Head offices  
Holding companies 

Company size All sizes 1-250 employees  
more than 250 employees  

Sector  ISIC 92 (Standard Industrial 
Classification)  

ISIC 92 (Standard Industrial Classifi-
cation)  

Spatial level Corop regions level  County level 
Analysis undertaken Total firm moves**  

Total job moves  
Origins and destinations (Corop 
regions level) 

Total firm moves**  
Total job moves 
Origin and destinations (county level) 
Turnover 

* The last publication of the Mutation Balance data is dated 2001. The last publication of the Credo data refers to 
the year 2000. 
** Moves IN, OUT and Within the Corop regions, in the case of the Netherlands, and  within the counties in the 
case of the UK.  
Source: Elaboration on Mariotti and Pen (2002) 
 
A unique number, assigned by Companies House, identifies each business. By con-
sequence, as for the Mutation Balance, through a longitudinal study it is possible to 
analyse the migration process at national, regional and county levels. Credo 
database elaborates data every trimester. It refers to single-location companies, 
headquarters and holding companies at county level. Branch plants are not regis-
tered. The size of companies taken into consideration are those with 1-250 employ-
ees and more than 250 employees. 
It is important to stress that CREDO database does not present a ‘real job migra-
tion’ because the job total for each business is that associated legally with that 
company (head office or holding company), including any branches and subsidiar-
ies belonging to it (Table 5.4) (cf. section 6.3). The next section reports the data on 
firm relocation that have been published in 1988-2000 (Mariotti and Pen, 2002; 
Mariotti, 2002b). After 2001 the database was no longer updated.  
 

5.4  Firm relocation in the three countries in 1990-2000s  
 
This section presents firm relocation studies that have been published in Italy, the 
Netherlands and the United Kingdom in the 1990-2000s but the lack of comparable 
data does not permit the use of similar timeframes. For the Italian case, two studies 
are presented. The first concerns the relocation of head offices in 1999 (Mariotti, 
2002a; 2002b) and is based on the ISTAT data (ASIA Archive). The second refers 
to the migration of branch plants in 1998-2000 and shows the geographical distri-
bution in the Mezzogiorno of branches belonging to firms from the centre-north. 
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The analysis on the Dutch case covers the period 1986-1995 (Kemper and Pellen-
barg, 1988, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1997) and the year 2001 (Pellenbarg and Van Steen, 
2003) and it is based on data by the Mutation Balance database (Dutch chambers of 
commerce). The analysis of the British case refers to the relocation of single-
location companies, head offices and holding companies in the United Kingdom in 
the period 1988-1999 (Mariotti and Pen, 2002; Mariotti, 2002b). This analysis is 
based on the Credo database. The collection of studies for the three countries focus 
on origin and destination of movements and the sectors involved. Besides, particu-
lar attention is placed on the migration flow from the core area to the periphery in 
the three countries. 
 
5.4.1 Italy 
 
Head office movement in 1999 
 
The analysis on firm relocation in Italy in the year 1999 solely concerns head office 
movements (from now on labelled ‘firms’) and is based on the ASIA Archive 
(ISTAT). The study presented firm regional inward and outward moves by sectors, 
while no evidence is provided on the moves within the regions as well as the num-
ber of jobs involved in the relocation. 
In 1999 Italy registered 10,198 moves into and out of the regions, which is about 
0.29% of all existing firms in that year. However, the propensity to relocate – that 
is calculated as the ratio between the number of moves and the total number of 
firms registered in that year –might be much higher if the analysis considered 
moves within the regions. This has been proved by a similar study on firm reloca-
tion in 1997-1998 (Mariotti, 2002a), which showed that the greater part of the 
moves (88%) is short-distance movements within the region. 
The region that generated the largest volume of movements (in and out) in 1999 is 
Lombardy which accounted for about 20% of all moves in the country, followed by 
Emilia Romagna (12%), Lazio (11%), Veneto and Piemonte (9%). A similar pat-
tern was seen in 1997-1998. As a consequence, at the macro-regional level, the 
North-West shows the largest number of moves in and out (31% of the total 
moves) and is the most attractive macro region with 30% of all inward moves. The 
Centre is the second most attractive macro-region (28% of all inward moves) and it 
is followed by the North-East (25%).   
Figure 5.1 shows net migration, that is the difference between the number of firms 
that the region has gained and lost. The regions gaining firms are Lombardy, Lazio, 
Veneto, Toscana, Puglia, Sicilia and Sardegna. By contrast, the other regions lose 
firms and the main negative trends are registered by Piemonte, Liguria, Campania, 
Emilia Romagna and Friuli-Venezia Giulia. However, it is important to keep in 
mind that the data used concern solely head office relocation. As Milan and Lom-
bardy register the largest flow of inward moves by headquarters in the whole of 
Italy, the same might be not true for the plants belonging to them. An analysis on 
branch relocation could lead to different results. 



                                                                                                                                                69 

 
Figures 5.1, 5.2: Net firm migration in Italy in 1999 and sectoral patterns  
 
ITALY

Source: Mariotti, 2002, p. 121
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Source: Mariotti (2002b)  
 
Firms are mostly moving to immediately adjacent regions, mainly in the North 
(West and East) and in the Centre. The medium-distance migration between nearby 
regions, excluding adjacent regions, are less in number and concern the movements 
between the Northern regions towards the Centre. Long-distance movements origi-
nate in the centre-north and are directed to the South and Islands (Mezzogiorno). 
About half of the relocation to the South comes from the North-West: Lombardy 
and Emilia Romagna. By contrast, about 10% of southward investments originated 
in the three regions of the North-East (Veneto, Friuli-Venezia Giulia and Trentino-
Alto Adige). The low propensity to invest and establish business relations in the 
South by North-Eastern Italian firms is associated with clichés linked to historical 
prejudices about understood the area. According to a recent survey sent to 100 
firms, operating in the North-East, less than one-third (31%) declared that they 
have business relations with the South, of which 26% were trading and exchanging 
services while only 1% concerned direct investments (AA.VV., 2002). 
In the Mezzogiorno, Campania has gained the majority of investments (27%) and it 
is followed by Sicilia and Puglia (18% respectively). Firms from Lombardy tend to 
locate in Sicilia, Campania, Puglia and Calabria, while the investments from Emilia 
Romagna and Veneto are located in Campania and Puglia.  
It is interesting, however, to note that there is a reverse flow as well. Firms from 
Puglia, for instance, relocate in Emilia Romagna and Lombardy; firms from Sicily 
prefer Lombardy while firms from Campania relocate to Emilia Romagna and 
Lombardy.  
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As presented in Table 5.5 and Figure 5.2, the most mobile sector is the service sec-
tor (55% of the total of moves). It is followed by wholesale and hotels (23%); 
manufacturing (12%) and building (10%). The service sector also shows a higher 
propensity to relocate while the other sectors are characterised by a smaller but 
equal relocation propensity. The service sector tends to leave Piemonte, Liguria, 
Emilia-Romagna, Friuli-Venezia Giulia and Trentino Alto Adige to relocate to the 
metropolitan areas in Lombardia, Lazio, Veneto and, in a smaller scale, to the 
South in Puglia and Sicily.  
 

Table 5.5: Head office relocation in 1999 by sectors 

SECTORS  FIRMS  MOVEMENTS  % Relocation propen-
sity  

Manufacturing  501,804 1,269 12% 0.2% 
Services  1,358,269 5,559 55% 0.4% 
Wholesale and hotels  1,200,749 2,332 23% 0.2% 
Building industry  413,792 1,040 10% 0.2% 
Total  3,474,614 10,198 100%  

Source: Mariotti (2002b) – ISTAT data  
 

On the other hand, wholesale and hotels tend to locate in Emilia Romagna. The 
attractiveness of Lombardia and, in particular, of the Milan metropolitan area can 
be explained by their specialisation in financial and business services (see, among 
the others, Bramezza and Gorla, 1995; Senn, 1995).  
 
Branch plant movement in 1998-2000  

 
This section presents the ‘partial relocation’ (i.e. the location of a branch plant out-
side the province where the parent establishment – head office – is located) of Ital-
ian firms in the period December 1998-March 2000. These data are obtained by the 
integration of the business register (chamber of commerce) with Inps and Inal data 
archives, in order to ensure complete and reliable information on the branch plants 
and the concomitant employment. The focus is on core-periphery relocation that is 
measured by the number of branch plants located in the Mezzogiorno belonging to 
firms from the Centre-North.  
The regions with a higher relocation percentage, in terms of employment created 
outside the boundaries, are in the Centre (14.9%, a percentage that mainly refers to 
Lazio region) and in the North-West (12%) (see Table 5.6 in Appendix 1). By con-
trast, north-eastern and southern regions possess a small number of employees 
working in branches located in other areas (3% and 5.1%, respectively). The low 
propensity of southern and north-eastern firms to open new branches outside their 
boundaries may be due to the following factors. Firms located in the North-East are 
mostly the “product” of a strong relation of local entrepreneurship. These firms, 
especially if they belong to an industrial district, tend to expand the production ca-
pacity in the same local area in order to benefit from agglomeration economies as 
well as social capital. However, if forced to leave the local system, because of high 
production costs, they are more willing to invest in the south-eastern European 
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countries, as demonstrated in recent studies (see Ch. 8). On the other hand, south-
ern firms tend to expand or open a new establishment in the same or nearby area to 
reduce the sunk costs associated with relocation.  
The branch plants located in the Mezzogiorno, belonging to centre-northern firms, 
number 11,785 (at 1.03.2000) and employ 265,562 people (at 31.12.199833). about 
fifteen percent of the employment in the Mezzogiorno refers to non-southern 
branches. In particular, in Molise, Basilicata and Campania the figure is about 
20%34. About 92.4% of the extra-regional employment in the Mezzogiorno is cre-
ated by centre-northern investors. The southern regions attracting the vast majority 
of investments are Campania (with 24% of the branches characterised by extra-
regional ownership and 34% of employees), Puglia (with 19% of branches and 
20% of employees), Sicilia (with 19% of branches and 15% of employees). By 
contrast, Basilicata, Molise and Calabria are less attractive in terms of both 
branches (2%, 3% and 7%, respectively) and employees (Table 5.7 in Appendix 1). 
Campania has always been the traditional destination of foreign and centre-
northern investments that mainly locate in the area between Napoli (the regional 
capital) and Caserta (Viesti, 2002a).  
As concerns the investments’ origin, about one-third of the non-local Southern 
branches are found in Lombardia (3,773), followed by Lazio (3,027) and Piemonte 
(1,266) (Table 5.7 in Appendix 1). The geographical distribution of extra-regional 
employment confirms, in absolute terms, the same classification: Lombardia in the 
first position (88,841 employees), with Lazio (75,021) and Piemonte (58,232) in 
second and third place.  
In absolute terms, the most consistent flows of branches originate from Lombardia 
and are directed to Campania (887), Puglia (792), Sicilia (796) and Sardegna (569). 
Other flows are from Lazio to Puglia (525) and Sicilia (457). Geographical prox-
imity plays a role in the relocation from Lazio to Campania (873). The analysis of 
the origin of the establishments in the South shows that in Abruzzo the presence of 
investors from Marche and Lazio is the most significant while Campania hosts 
branch plants from Lombardy and Lazio.  
The sectors most heavily involved in the relocation from the Centre-North to the 
Mezzogiorno are services (5,743), manufacturing firms (2,706) and wholesale and 
hotels (2,609) (see Tables 5.8 and 5.9 in the Appendix 1). On the other hand, if we 
look at the numbers of employees involved, the manufacturing sector absorbs about 
50% (126,408) of the total employment. It is followed the service sector (105,304) 
and wholesale and hotels (27,787). In all southern regions, with the exception of 
Basilicata and Abruzzo, the number of establishments in the service sector is twice 
the number of branches in the manufacturing, wholesale and hotels sectors. The 
location of wholesale and activities related to the hotel sector in Sardegna and 
Abruzzo is rather significant (31% and 33%, respectively). About 40% of the 
branches in the manufacturing industry are found in Lombardia and employ about 
44% of the total working in the sector; 20% come from Lazio and employ 21% of 
workers; 15% are employed in Piemonte and accounts for 22% of the workers.  
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5.4.2  The Netherlands 
 
Firm relocation in 1986-1995 
 
Over the whole decade 1986-1995 the number of firm migrations in the Nether-
lands totalled 493,000. Figure 5.3 and Table 5.10 show that since the 1980s the 
mobility rate has been growing steadily: from 36,000 firms in 1987 to 68,000 firms 
in 1995. Proportionally, the growth of mobility in the periods 1990/91, 1992/93 
and 1994/95 is 11%, 7%, and 16.7% respectively (Kemper and Pellenbarg, 1997; 
Pellenbarg and Kemper, 1999). Moves as a percentage of all firms rose from 5% in 
1986 to 8% in 1995. 

 
Figure 5.3: Firm migration in the Netherlands, 1986-1995 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Mariotti and Pen (2002) – data by Kemper and Pellenbarg (1988, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1997) 
 
Table 5.10: Firm migration in the period 1986-1995* 

 Mutation balance 
Year No. of migrated firms Migration rate 
1986 27,085 5.0 
1987 36,036 6.1 
1988 39,138 6.4 
1989 43,008 6.7 
1991 48,000 6.5 
1991 54,000 7.5 
1992 56,000 7.6 
1993 58,000 7.4 
1995 67,700 7.9 

* Because of a change in the registrations of the Mutation Balance of the Chambers of commerce in 1993, the data 
in 1992 and 1993 are not directly comparable. A link can be made, using two notes for the year 1991; that of 
48,000 migrations with regard to the years before and a corrected figure of 54,000 so as to realise a comparison 
with the years 1992 and 1993. 
Source: Elaboration Ebels (1997), Kemper and Pellenbarg (1997), Van Steen (1998) 
 
The majority of moves – 85% to 90% – short distance. Long-distance migration 
accounts for about 10 to 15% of the total, but especially these types of migration 
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generate public and media attention. Migrant firms are mostly (very) small firms, 
which is demonstrated by the number of jobs involved.  
The period 1994/1995 registered a yearly total of around 180,000 jobs, indicating 
an average size of firms with 2.8 employees. The 10% to 15% interprovincial mi-
grations involved 17,000 transferred jobs, which is keeping with short-distance 
migration.  
The publications of Pellenbarg and Kemper concerning that the so-called interme-
diate provinces (adjacent provinces of the Randstad) of Noord-Brabant, Gelder-
land, and recently Flevoland demonstrate their increasing involvement in the Dutch 
spatial economic dynamics. The migration deficit of the Randstad has grown from 
a yearly average of 433 in 1992/93 to 517 in 1994/1995. The province of North 
Holland (with Amsterdam), in that period, experienced a growth in the migration 
deficit, while in South Holland (with Rotterdam and The Hague) the deficit de-
creased. The province of Utrecht, which showed a migration surplus in 1991, be-
came an expulsion region in 1995. Recently the most peripheral provinces of Gron-
ingen, Friesland, and Zeeland have profited from the relocation of firms from espe-
cially the Randstad. May 2001 was the first time that Groningen received more 
firms from the Randstad than it lost to other regions (Mariotti and Pen, 2002). Due 
to the scarcity of space and congestion in the economic core of the Netherlands and 
the more strict spatial (the green and red contours) and environmental planning 
regulations (outplacement of 'hazardous' firm and difficulties of mixing working 
and living), we predict that the peripheral regions will play a more significant role 
in the future. 

 
Figures 5.4 and 5.5: Interprovincial firm migration 1990-91 and 1994-95 
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Source: Kemper and Pellenbarg, 1997
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Figure 5.5 shows the interprovincial migration flows for industry, wholesale and 
commercial services for the periods 1990/1991 and 1994/1995. In the first period 
firms mostly moved between the Randstad provinces. In 1994/1995, increasing 
migration flows between the Randstad and the adjacent provinces in the east and 
south of the country were evident. Despite the recent growth in Groningen, the mi-
gration deficit increased from 120 in 1992/1993 to 180 in 1994/1995, which is 
caused by the emigration of commercial services. The recently improved position 
of Groningen may be caused by the attractiveness of the north for IT firms, which 
need relatively low skilled labour (i.e. call centres). By contrast, the southern prov-
ince of North Brabant experienced a growth in the migration surplus from 130 in 
1992/1993 to 200 in 1994/1995. North Brabant is losing its image as the premier 
Dutch manufacturing province, because it mostly attracts wholesale and commer-
cial service sectors. In addition, until recently North Brabant was regarded as an 
overflow region for South Holland. In 1994/1995 it registered more moves from 
the more central parts of the Netherlands. In terms of employment, North Brabant 
registered the biggest employment gains. In the province of Utrecht there still is a 
surplus, but it is decreasing. Gelderland showed a positive balance in 1994/1995.  

 
Table 5.11: Firm mobility in the Netherlands in 1995 

Moving firms Migration factor 
 Number 

1994 
Number 
1995 

Growth 
% 1994-
1995 

Short 
distance 

Long 
distance 

Total 

Manufacturing 3,700 3,950 6.8 5.8 1.6 7.4 
Building 3,620 4,250 17.4 6.6 1.1 7.7 
Wholesale 9,300 9,800 5.4 7.4 2.7 10.1 
Retail 6,280 6,550 4.3 3.6 0.6 4.2 

Commercial 
services* 

16,800 18,400 9.5 7.6 2.4 10.0 

Personal ser-
vices** 

5,300 5,750 8.5 4.2 0.9 5.1 

Other*** 18,000 19,000 5.6 6.3 3.0 9.3 
 
Total 

 
63,000 

 
67,700 

 
7.5 

 
5.9 

 
1.9 

 
7.9 

Total 1993 Pm 5.7 1.8 7.4 
Total 1991 Pm 5.5 1.8 7.3 
Total 1989 Pm 5.3 1.4 6.7 
Total 1987 

58,000 
54,000 
43,000 
36,000 Pm 4.9 1.2 6.1 

* Transportation, storage, communication, banking and insurance, business services. 
** Hotels/restaurants/bars, sports, recreation, house agents, laundry, hairdressing, beauty centres 
*** Mainly financial holdings  
Source: Kemper and Pellenbarg (1997) 
 
The most mobile sectors in 1994-1995 are the financial services sector (which be-
longs to the category ‘others’) with 16,000 moves, the wholesale and the commer-
cial service sector (Table 5.11). A comparison in time (1993-1995) shows that for 
all sectors, industrial mobility rose from 7.4 per cent to 7.9 per cent. In particular, 
the wholesale and commercial service sectors registered an annual figure of around 



                                                                                                                                                75 

10 percent of mobile firms. This indicates that in a recession period such as that in 
1992/1993, the basic economic sectors are less mobile with respect to non-basic 
sectors. On the other hand, in an economic growth period (1994/1995) the basic 
sectors are more mobile, while the non-basic sectors show fewer moves.   
There is a migration of manufacturing, wholesale and commercial service firms 
from the province of Utrecht to Gelderland and Flevoland. North Brabant only at-
tracts wholesale and commercial service firms. Furthermore, Utrecht still receives 
firms from North and South Holland. Manufacturing firms that leave the province 
of North Holland move to all other provinces. Flevoland and Utrecht, and to a 
lesser degree also Gelderland and North Brabant attract wholesale and commercial 
service firms from North Holland. While in 1992/1993 manufacturing firms moved 
to Flevoland, in 1994/1995 they were more inclined to move to Gelderland. North 
Brabant, Gelderland and Utrecht received the largest number of manufacturing 
firm immigration from South Holland. The variety of life style options plays an 
important role in the location of the service sectors that move from South Holland 
to the north-eastern provinces of Overijssel and Drenthe.  

 
The core-periphery movement of head offices in 2001  

 
In the year 2001, there were 127 manufacturing firms with more than 10 employees 
that moved within the Netherlands. This data refer to head office moves because no 
partial relocations have been registered in 2001. Figure 5.6 shows a general picture 
of migration deficits for the Randstad, expecially for the urban areas of Amster-
dam, Rotterdam and The Hague, and migration surpluses for many intermediate 
areas between Randstad and the periphery (Pellenbarg and Van Steen, 2003).  
As in the previous years (1986-1995), the majority of moves are short distance: 
about 30% are within the provinces, mainly in South Holland and North Holland, 
and 40% are among the provinces of the core area. The migration of firms from the 
core area (the Randstad) to the other macro areas, account for about 20% of the 
movements.  
The migration of 5,578 jobs is associated to the 127 moves, indicating a firm aver-
age size of 44 employees. If we look at the migration originating from the core area 
only, we can see that the size of investments decreases to 28 workers per firm. The 
medium size of these firms is however connected to the sector of reference, that is 
the manufacturing sector.  
As for the previous period of analysis, the provinces attracting most of the invest-
ments and related jobs from the Randstad are North Brabant (40% firms and 26% 
jobs) and Gelderland (28% firms and 41% jobs). The largest projects come from 
North Holland and their receiving areas, as stated above, North Brabant and Geld-
erland. Among the northern provinces (Groningen, Friesland and Drenthe), only 
Groningen and Drenthe attracted 1 investment each. 
There is no concentration of relocating firms in specific sectors. The investments 
are homogeneously distributed in the 12 sectors with the exception of the food and 
beverages manufacturing sector that recorded 4 firms and 111 jobs. 
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Figure 5.6: Manufacturing firm migrations with more than 10 employees per COROP re-
gion in 2001 

 
 
Source: Pellenbarg and van Steen (2003) 
 
As Pellenbarg and van Steen (2003) pointed out, the picture presented in Figure 5.6 
is not very consistent, and certainly much less clear than half a century before, a 
period (1950-1962) for which we happen to have a perfectly comparable dataset 
from the AIS statistics (Algemene Industrie Statistiek) that was analysed by Rein-
ink (1970). In the 1950s and 1960s the dominant spatial tendency in industrial firm 
migration was a marked deconcentration of firms from west to north, east and 
south. The flows from west to east and south are still there but less dominant. 
Comparable flows are now running from south to east, from east to west, and from 
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east to south (Figure 5.6). If in the 1950s and 1960s there was a unilateral flow 
from the core to the periphery, in the last decade it has been replaced by smaller 
flows running in more directions.  
 
5.4.3  The United Kingdom 
 
Firm relocation in 1988-1999 

 
In the period August 1988-December 1999, the United Kingdom registered 
251,289 firm movements, involving 31,767,466 jobs. Figure 5.8 shows that the 
number of business movements rose during the late 1980s and the early 1990s be-
fore falling sharply in the mid- 1990s. Volumes recovered slightly towards the end 
of 1995 and have since followed an upward tendency. The early 1990s recession is 
the cause of the trough between 1993 and the early 1995. Relocation is strongly 
associated with business growth and expansion and thus tends to fall when business 
confidence subsides (Mariotti and Pen, 2002).  
The greater part of the moves is short distance in nature within the regions (82%). 
Long-distance moves are mostly from the Southeast to the northern regions (Scot-
land, Northern Ireland, North, Yorkshire and Humberside and North-West). The 
majority of migrant firms are single-location companies and generally small. Small 
firms are more numerous and the logistical problems of moving are smaller than 
for a large and complex organisation. Firms with 1-4 employees account for the 
largest share of total moves (29%).  
 

Figure 5.7: Total volume of company relocations in the UK, 1988-1999 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Mariotti and Pen (2002) 
 
The region that generates most migrations (in, out and within) in the period 1988-
1999 is the Southeast (Fig. 5.8, 5.9, 5.10). Movements within this region account 
for 50% of the total movements in the UK; outward movements cover 40% and 
inward movements are about 26%. The Southeast experiences a net shift of firms 
from the Southeast mainly to other regions adjacent to the Southeast; and a general 
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shift of companies from London to north-western and south-western quadrants of 
the Southeast.  
Figures 5.8 and 5.9 show respectively net firm migration in the UK regions and the 
destinations of companies leaving the Southeast region in 1988-1999. This is the 
only region to experience a migration deficit and the adjacent regions are more and 
more involved. The East Midlands experiences the highest migration surplus, fol-
lowed by the Southwest, West Midlands and East Anglia. These regions attract 
back office administrative and data-handling operations of companies. The compa-
nies are attracted by the lower costs of counties contiguous to London, which are 
not too far from the facilities provided by the Southeast. Flows out of the Southeast 
in particular favour locations in a territorial segment between the motorways M4 
and the A1. This ‘dominant segment’ for business relocation out of the Southeast 
has a significant impact on economic development. On the other hand, Yorkshire 
and Wales represent a further frontier, while distant regions gain relatively little 
from the process. Usually, low added-value type of industry undertakes long-
distance moves for labour cost reasons and cheap premises. The assisted areas rep-
resent a preferred location for these companies.  
The areas where firms move to also lose firms to the Southeast. These figures are 
reflected in Table 5.12 and Figure 5.8. In both cases the high-ranked areas are ma-
jor focuses of economic activity outside the Southeast and these areas primarily 
contribute to inward movement (Mariotti and Pen, 2002). Moreover, Figure 5.11 
shows contradictory figures from an employment point of view. Regions such as 
East Midlands, East Anglia and the North with a firm migration surplus lose jobs, 
while the Southeast loses companies, but gains jobs. The possible explanation for 
these figures is associated to the virtual labour migration resulting from CREDO 
data. A second explanation could be that the ‘relocating companies’ are smaller 
than companies leaving the region and vice versa. The Southeast on one hand at-
tracts the administrative centres of major corporate, multi-site enterprises and on 
the other hand loses single-location companies, due to congestion and the high cost 
of premises.  
On the other hand, regions such as the Midlands, Southwest and East Anglia attract 
back office administrative and data-handling operations of companies, which often 
retain some kind of relationship with the Southeast. 
According to CREDO, in 1999, more regions experience a migration deficit com-
pared to the years 1988-1999. The Southeast and the Northwest lost firms and jobs. 
Northern Ireland lost companies while the West Midlands and Wales lost jobs. On 
the other hand, the job migration deficit decreased in West Midlands in comparison 
with the other regions. Besides, the Southwest showed a marked growth in the mi-
gration surplus. This probably confirms its position of main recipient of companies 
leaving the Southeast. As concerns moves within the Southeast, most companies 
tend to move outside London due to congestion, high house prices, high costs of 
labour, high staff turnover and the inadequacy of old(er) buildings for modern op-
erations. These factors underline increasingly unattractive living environmentof the 
capital city. The companies that actually move out of the region often retain some 
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kind of operation and only locate the low value-added operations in other parts of 
the United Kingdom.  

 
Table 5.12: Southeast out - and in - migration at the regional level, 1988-1999 (number of firms 
moved) 

 Destination 
of outward  

 % Origin of 
inward  

 % 

1 South-West 1,990 21 South-West 1,426 23 
2 West Mid-

lands 
1,567 17 West Mid-

lands 
946 15 

3 East Mid-
lands 

1,325 14 East Mid-
lands 

848 14 

4 North-West 1,247 13 North-West 768 12 
5 East Anglia 1,106 12 East Anglia 670 11 
6 Yorkshire & 

Humberside  
871 9 Yorkshire & 

Humberside   
616 9 

7 Scotland  459 5 Scotland  319 5 
8 Wales 425 5 Wales 303 4 
9 North 324 3 North 212 3 
10 Channel 

Islands  
37 0.4 Channel 

Islands  
37 0.5 

11 Northern 
Ireland  

39 0.4 Northern 
Ireland  

31 0.4 

12 Isle of Man 12 0.2 Isle of Man 9 0.1 
 Total 9,402 100% Total 6,185 100% 

Source: Mariotti and Pen (2002) - CREDO database 
 
Figures 5.8 and 5.9: Net firm migration in the United Kingdom and destination of investments from 
the South East (1988-1999) 
 

Net firm migration in the United Kingdom
in 1988-1999

THE UNITED KINGDOM:

Source: Mariotti and Pen, 2002, p.332
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Figure 5.10: Origin of investments towards the South-East (1988-1999) 

 
Source:  Mariotti and Pen (2002) - CREDO database 
 
Figure 5.11: Net job migration in 1988-1999 

 
Source: Mariotti and Pen (2002) - CREDO database 
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Within the South-East, we identify the same interaction between infrastructure and 
business movement: the pull of Heathrow and Gatwick in attracting businesses 
with international orientations; the motorways (M3 and M23) as an attractive loca-
tion for companies and a sufficient link to the conurbation. Moreover, agglomera-
tion economies are an important location factor in the Southeast. 
The printing industry, the financial service sector and the publishing industry tend 
to stay in London, while IT companies locate in the so-called ‘Heathrow Hedge’ 
area (including the areas of Gatwick and all the major airports). Finally, Table 5.13 
shows that moves within the region typically involve fewer jobs, on average, than 
moves out and moves into the Southeast. 

 
Table 5.13: Firms, jobs and average jobs per move in the Southeast, 1988-1999 

 Firms % Jobs % Average jobs per 
move 

Moves within 103,497 87 14,365,624 77 139 
Moves out 9,403 8 2,110,747 11 224 
Moves into 6,185 5 2,181,053 12 352 
Total 119,085 100 18,657,424 100  

Source: Mariotti and Pen (2002) - CREDO database 
 
Table 5.14: Business moves by sector, 1988-1999 

 Business popu-
lation* 

Total moves** % of total Volatility*** 

Utilities 347 184 0.008 53. 
Chemical and plas-
tics 

8,511 4,161 2 49 

Financial services  28,080 10,388 5 37 
Clothing and tex-
tiles 

10,425 3,790 7 36 

Engineering 51,065 18,222 8 36 
Food and drink 5,174 1,664 0.07 32 
Other manufactur-
ing  

38,744 11,767 5 30 

Business services 202,226 56,903 22 28 
Transport & com-
munication  

48,439 12,494 6 26 

Construction  132,958 25,844 11 19 
Distribution 342,416 63,964 28 19 
Other services  188,255 10,453 5 6 
Primary 73,849 2,541 1 3 
Hotels and catering  102,660 2,657 1 3 
Total 1,233,149 225,032 100 18 
* Dun and Bradstreet, December 1999. 
** Business moves between 1988 and 1999; 
*** Total moves as a percentage of business population – measure of propensity to move. 
Source: Mariotti and Pen (2002) –CREDO data. 
 
Table 5.14 shows that financial and business service firms are the most mobile ser-
vice sectors. However, while distribution and business service sector companies 
clearly account for the largest share of corporate relocations (28% and 22% respec-
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tively), these businesses have a relatively low propensity to move. In contrast, 
manufacturers tend to be more likely to relocate than service sector companies.  

5.5  Comparison and conclusions  
 

This section presents a three-way comparison of firm migration, in the last two 
decades, and shows the problems associated with it. 
No single source is able to estimate the total number of businesses in Italy, the 
Netherlands and the UK. In Italy and in the Netherlands, the chambers of com-
merce set up nation-wide databases of firms while in the United Kingdom Compa-
nies House undertake this role. While the Dutch and Italian business registers ana-
lyse both head offices and branch plants, the Companies House Business Register 
in the UK does not include branch plants. By consequence, the firm migration da-
tabase in the UK – Credo database – analyses only the migration pattern of head 
offices, single-location companies and holding companies, while the Dutch Muta-
tion Balance registers both head office and branch movements. Although Italy 
owns an up-to-date business register, it has not set up a specific firm migration da-
tabase yet. However, the data on firm migration process regarding head office relo-
cations (ASIA data – ISTAT) as well as the relocation of both head offices and 
branches (Business Register data) show the feasibility and capability for develop-
ing a database on firm migration processes.  
Although, the different registration systems and firm relocation databases do not 
allow to do a real comparison, this concluding section aims to present the main 
mobility trends concerning geographical scale, firm sector and size. One character-
istic of firm migration in the three countries in 1990-2000s is that the propensity to 
relocate over long distance is not as high as in the 1945-1970s when policy con-
trols, incentives and infrastructures were a fundamental influence on core-
periphery firm migration in the European countries. What is evident, is that the last 
decade has been characterised by an increase in short-distance relocation with ser-
vices as the most mobile sector (Table 5.15).  
The reduction of core-periphery relocation might be due to firm sector and size 
involved. If in the past, the manufacturing industry dominated the scenario, since 
the 1990s the most mobile sector is the service sector. In the three countries (and in 
periods of analysis) small companies account for the highest percentage of moves, 
that are mainly short distance in nature. This aspect confirms the ‘dual-population 
hypothesis’ (Keeble, 1974): ‘smaller’ firms are characterised by short-distance mi-
gration out of the major conurbations and ‘larger’ firms by long-distance move-
ments. Firm size is associated with firm sector. Besides, short-distance moves al-
low firms to profit from the agglomeration economies typical of the original loca-
tion, to maintain the existing employees, in particular the high-skilled, and to re-
duce, for instance, congestion costs (Marshall, 1890). In the case of Italy, firms 
belonging to the industrial districts are more embedded in their spatial environment 
and tend to relocate within the local system.  
It is important to specify, however, that the ‘long-distance moves’ from Northern 
Randstad to North Brabant and Limburg cannot be compared with the long-
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distance migration of firms in the United Kingdom (from the South East to North-
ern Ireland, Scotland or the North) and in Italy (form the North to the Mezzog-
iorno). Long-distance migration in the Netherlands corresponds to ‘overspill’ in 
larger countries; in fact the Dutch national scale  is to be compared to the South 
East in the UK or Lombardy and Veneto regions in Italy.  
The higher propensity to relocate in the Netherlands (about 8%) could be attributed 
to the fact  that the Dutch data concern branch plants as well as head offices, while 
data on the UK only involve single-location companies, headquarters and holding 
companies and data on the Italian case only refer to head offices. In addition, data 
on ‘job migration’ in the UK and in Italy (1997-1999) are not comprehensive. In 
the CREDO database and ASIA data, branches are not counted. This is one of the 
main difficulties to overcome in the comparison approach and it constitutes  one of 
the main goals of future research.  
While the core regions, like most of the agglomerations in Western Europe, entered 
into a process of urban decline during the 1970s and early 1980s, in the 1990s the 
downward trend has been checked and in some cases it has even been reversed 
(Bramezza et al. 1995; Senn, 1995; Atzema and Lambooy, 1999). One explanation 
of the reverse picture is that the core region attracts firms instead of losing them, 
which may be explained by the focus on the producer and networking services and 
the office sector that need face-to-face contacts with customers. Core areas provide 
firms with a high-skilled labour force, high quality business centres, proximity to 
other firms and services, proximity to customers and information availability. As 
described earlier, core areas such as the Milan metropolitan area are much more 
attractive for higher order functions (such as headquarters, financial and marketing 
departments) and specialised production than for lower ones whose firms are more 
likely to locate elsewhere (see Bramezza and Gorla, 1995). By contrast, different 
figures characterise both the core areas in the Netherlands and in the United King-
dom that lose firms. 
An example of a practical explanation of deviating figures is the discussion be-
tween Kemper and Pellenbarg and Atzema and Lambooy for the Dutch case. 
Kemper and Pellenbarg (1997) use the metaphor of the ‘pressure cooker’ to de-
scribe the migration of firms out of the Randstad, while Atzema and Lambooy 
(1999) argue that the Randstad not only shows losses but also gains. They state that 
the Randstad has increased its attraction to firms. The Union of Chambers of com-
merce provides the data used in both analyses, but Atzema and Lambooy focus on 
firms with more than 5 employees, while Kemper and Pellenbarg also analyse 
smaller firms. Consequently, the analysis involved different figures (Mariotti and 
Pen, 2002). 
The data of the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, covering about one decade 
each (1986-95 for the Netherlands and 1988-99 for the UK), allow us to state that 
the number of firm moves is related to the economic conjuncture. In a recession 
period, firms in the UK have a lower movement rate. On the other hand, the Neth-
erlands does not show a trough in that period, although the basic sector registers 
fewer moves than the non-basic sector. The change in the registration of the Muta-
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tion Balance in 1993 could explain this discrepancy. The lack of a historical data 
series does not allow us to comment on the Italian case.  

 
Table 5.15: Industrial mobility by sector (percentage)     

SIC Group* Italy 1999 Netherlands total 
moves 1986-95 

United Kingdom total 
moves 1988-99 

Manufacturing 12.4 7.0 17,8 
Building  10.2 6.0 11,6 
Wholesale- Retail   25.8 28,8 
Wholesale and ho-
tels  

22.9   

Commercial services   35.2 35,9 
Personal services  9.2 1,2 
Services  54.5   
Other   16.8 4,7 
Total 100** 100 100 

* Standard Industrial Classification 92. 
** IN and OUT moves 
Source: Elaboration on Mariotti and Pen (2002); Mariotti (2002b) 
 
All the published studies on firm migration (including those reported in interna-
tional journals) in the past decades show that the main forces driving firm reloca-
tion are: lack of space and more suitable premises, accessibility and labour market 
problems. The primary reason why firms relocate is the growth of their business. 
Unless forced to, firms move to change their premises. Relocation decisions are 
executed locally. Companies prefer to find a new location that is near their existing 
site, because they want to keep the existing workforce, though this appears to be 
less frequently realised in practice. In fact, when choosing a location it is important 
to take into account the accommodation requirements of the employees, especially 
those who are highly qualified. Moves of firms are from locations near the town 
centres to sites on the boundaries of urban areas. Lack of space together with noise 
and environmental pollution stimulate industry relocation from the Randstad 
(Utrecht is an expulsion region), from the South East (in particular Greater Lon-
don) and from Lombardy (Milan metropolitan area) and Lazio (Rome). 
Infrastructure and accessibility are important location factors. The companies tend 
to locate in sites where they can easily get in touch with their existing customers. 
The British ‘dominant segment’ between the M4 and A1 provides the main exam-
ple for business relocation out of the South-East and underlines which location fac-
tors are perceived as important. In the Netherlands and in Italy, commercial ser-
vices and logistics tend to locate near or in the urban area, or outside the urban area 
in a location along the highways, or near the main ports and airports.  
However, office-related ‘softer’ factors (prestigious location and the surroundings 
and human capital) and non-material factors (“trust” and social capital) become 
more and more important. While businesses leave the Greater London and/or the 
South East because of high costs of premises and labour, the capital city remains 
attractive for the financial and the commercial service sector and for its important 
public function. The same is true for the Milan metropolitan area. According to a 
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study on the location preference of Dutch managers (Meester and Pellenbarg, 1984; 
Meester, 1999; Meester and Pellenbarg, 2004), in 1983, the core of the Randstad 
was considered an optimal location. However, in the course of the years it lost its 
position as a consequence of the congestion problems, lack of space for expansion, 
and image problems. Enterprises in the service sector prefer a representative loca-
tion in the city centre or along highways. Non-material factors provide added value 
to the service businesses. The more the office serves the general public the more 
likely the choice for a central location. In addition, offices rarely move very far 
mostly because their highly qualified employees are reluctant to leave their present 
accommodation, surroundings and social contacts (Van Noort and Reijmen, 1999).  
In the case of industrial district firms in Italy, non-material factors such as trust, 
social networks, self-organising ability of local communities, etc. play a relevant 
role. In the industrial district “society and economic system are strongly related to 
each other and are mutually influential in many ways: firms are managed by family 
groups, economic success is considered in terms of social regard and recognition, 
while the economic growth increases the social welfare of the whole local commu-
nity” (Becattini, 2002). Another interesting aspect is the low attractiveness of the 
Mezzogiorno towards investments from the north-east due to clichés linked to his-
torical prejudices about the Southern regions. Firms from the north-east prefer to 
relocate their production activities to the South-Eastern European countries.  
Another factor worthwhile mentioning is cost reduction (of labour and production 
factors) associated with regional policy financial incentives. Although it used to 
have a fundamental influence on industrial mobility in Europe in 1945-1970s, 
mainly from the core areas to the periphery, nowadays it appears to be a poor at-
traction on its own. The percentage of moves concerning the relocation of firms 
from the core area to the subsidised areas (periphery) in the three countries is rather 
weak. In the UK as well as in Italy, the assisted areas attract low value-added type 
industries (i.e. call centres) while the Northern provinces in the Netherlands seem 
to gain firms in the IT sector.  
However, the well-known lists of location factors are too superficial and more re-
search has to be executed about the underlying motives and the decision-making 
process. If these aspects are taken into consideration firm migration research will 
lead to more grounded motives instead of the current practice of repeating the same 
set of location factors. In Chapter 7 an attempt to analyse firm migration process in 
the three countries with firm-level data is presented. The analysis focuses on a 
sample of firms that have been granted by policy measures to invest in the periph-
eral areas.  
 
 
 
 
                                                           
1 It also includes: the Assessorato all'Industria e Commercio (Councillor’s office of trade and indus-
try) of the Valle d'Aosta region, 19 Unioni Regionali (regional unions), 117 branch offices, 16 re-
gional foreign centres, 60 Italian chambers of commerce located abroad, 129 “special” companies 
(Aziende speciali), 71 Euro desks, companies, unions and other organisations. 
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2 It means that data referring to the first trimester in 1998 cannot be compared to data of the previous 
year.  
3 Article 8 of the Law, 29 December 1993, no.580 (titled Riordinamento delle Camere di Commercio, 
Industria, Artigianato e Agricoltura), instituted the Office of the Business Register in 1997. The busi-
ness register (Registro delle Imprese) replaced the single-location company register (Registro Ditte). 
The entity of analysis of the Registro Ditte was the single-location company (ditta), while the Regis-
tro delle imprese refers to all the firms (single-location and plurilocated companies).  
4 Infocamere is the Società  Consortile di Informatica delle Camere di Commercio Italiane (informat-
ics consortium business of the Italian chambers of commerce).  
5 Economic and Administrative Inventory.  
6 In particular, the relocation of a branch is registered as the closing down of the branch and the open-
ing of a new unit elsewhere.   
7 The introduction of INPS in 1994 aimed to improve the quality of employment data and to distin-
guish the employees from the independent workers.   
8 National company archive.  
9 The Small Business Bulletin by Barclays Bank database shows estimates generated by combining 
actual Barclays Bank data on start-ups with estimates of the market share. While the internal bank data 
is never revised, the market research data is updated as more information is made available. 
10 Tax Register or Anagrafe Tributaria. 
11 The Inps Archive only registers firms with employees.   
12 EXSTAT databank is one of the numbers of alternative commercial and official company databases. 
It includes all quoted companies plus the larger unquoted companies. It concerns all companies in the 
financial and non-financial sectors (Source: ESRC data archive at the University of Essex). 
13 National supplier of electric energy.  
14 SEAT is the company that owns the Yellow Pages.  
15 Inail protects the worker against physical and economic damages sustained from accidents and dis-
eases while working and relieves the employer of any civil liability connected to the damaging event 
incurred by his employees and para-employees.  
16 There is a definition problem about branches. For instance, according to ISTAT a storage not 
guarded cannot be defined as branch, which contradicts the definition applied by the Chamber of Com-
merce. 
17 Almost all companies and their branch establishments are required to register under the Trade Regis-
tration Act, which came into effect at the same time as the Chambers of commerce Act (1921). 
18 For example, street vendors are exempted from registration. 
19 Interview with Mr. N. J. Kemper of the Union of Dutch Chambers of commerce, November 2000. 
20 Male, female, part- and full-time. 
21 The Chief Executive is the Registrar of Companies in England and Wales. There is a separate regis-
trar of companies in Scotland. Companies House does not cover Northern Ireland. 
22 Interview with Mrs. Nicola Dillon, Companies House, December 2000.  
23 Limited liability gives the owners of the company (its shareholders) protection if the company fails. 
This means that if a company is put into liquidation, the people who own the company will only be 
required to pay what they have already paid or agreed to pay towards settling its debts.  On the other 
hand, a private unlimited company does not limit the liability of its members. This means that, collec-
tively, the company’s members are totally responsible for all the debts of the company. 
24 A sole trader would need to check whether the name is available but would not register with Com-
panies House as the business names register was abolished in 1982. In addition, the companies that 
chose not to register would only by law need to register with the Inland Revenue (Tax Office).  
25 Source: PA1003 Commerce, Energy and Industry, “Size analysis of UK businesses”, data for 2000. 
26 The IDBR complies with European Union regulation 2186/93 on harmonisation of business registers 
for statistical purposes. It is used for selecting samples for surveys of businesses, to conduct analyses 
and to produce lists of businesses. Both the CSO and ED collected key economic data from businesses 
for use in compiling the national accounts. The use of two different registers resulted in inconsisten-
cies, including different estimates of employment, because of differences in classification and cover-
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age. The IDBR leads to a single and more reliable set of employment estimates, improving the consis-
tency of the national accounts and the quality of the productivity and unit wage cost estimates.  
27 If a business has no employees or only low paid (perhaps part-time) employees then it is unlikely to 
operate a PAYE scheme. This means that the small businesses such as sole traders are missing.  
28 Therefore these SME statistics include an estimate of the number of unregistered businesses, their 
employment and turnover. 
29 It passed to the ONS under the Value Added Tax Act 1994. 
30 The threshold for compulsory VAT registration at the start of 1999 was an annual turnover of 
₤50,000. Below that businesses register voluntarily. On the other hand, businesses with a turnover 
above the threshold are not required to register if they trade exclusively in exempt goods. 
31 It was transferred to the ONS under the Finance Act 1969. 
32 Dun and Bradstreet use extracts from Companies House to compile their own statistics. 
33 This is the last elaboration available.  
34 Data referring to every single region are not perfectly comparable to data about the Mezzogiorno as 
a whole because the first register branches belong to firms in another southern region, too. However, 
this is a rather exceptional circumstance.  


