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executive summary
Over the last few years, Groningen has emerged as an international
city. The universities and the Gemeente have undertaken an initiative
to become known not merely as a student city, but as an “interna-
tional” city. To achieve this, they have planned to increase the in-
ternational student population within the city (Gemeente Groningen,
2018a). While trying to attain this vision, however, problems seem to
have surfaced.

In order to properly evaluate the complex situation Groningen finds
itself in, we had to begin by defining our terms, creating a toolbox
with which to analyse the city. In our investigations, we found that the
idea of sustainability proposed by our sources was not clearly defined
or was too narrow. Based on the existing literature, we found that sus-
tainability could be divided into three pillars; economic, social, and,
of course, environmental (Purvis, Mao & Robinson 2018). Once we
had defined our terms and established what we were looking for, we
began assembling relevant data regarding the city of Groningen. Util-
ising both qualitative and quantitative methods, we conducted inter-
views, collected statistics, created maps and examined existing legisla-
tion and literature pertaining to the subjects of sustainability and stu-
dent cities. Finally, we evaluated the current condition of Groningen
as a sustainable student city, pinpointing shortcomings, the reasons
behind them, and the areas where we don’t know enough.

It seems that the universities and the Gemeente hadn’t fully evalu-
ated the capacities of Groningen to accommodate this increase of inter-
national students before their internationalisation campaign. Perhaps
the largest issue that arose is the unexpected lack of integration be-
tween the international students and the local residents. This is seen
as extremely unfavourable by students, making it very difficult for
them to assimilate into the city and become active agents within their
respective communities. Instead, a sort of bubble emerges; where in-
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ternationals live together and mingle amongst themselves, only really
acting as consumers within the city, departing the city after they com-
plete their degrees, without having integrated into the city. The de-
mands of the two separate groups which have a completely different
way of being, are almost irreconcilable, with limited communication
between one another augmenting their disparities.

Unfortunately, the lack of social integration and insufficient plan-
ning have been the demise of each other, particularly in regards to
how Groningen can sustain the influx of internationals. Some issues
that have arisen as a result of this are; the shortage of student housing,
the difficulty of access to the labour market for international students,
a lack of student representation within the city, and the rise of dodgy
practices against internationals.

If these problems aren’t promptly addressed, then it seems likely
that the situation will worsen. If Groningen starts building a negative
reputation as a result of these issues, it could face major difficulties in
continuing its ambition of becoming a truly international student city.
An evaluation regarding the capacity of Groningen to accommodate
international students is needed in order to determine whether or not
it is sustainable.

If we actively collaborate with the various stakeholders, on the basis
of a concrete analysis of Groningen,1 we can set a realistic path to
achieve a sustainable and well-integrated student city, where both
the internationals and the long-term residents have adequate say and
input within their communities, and the city as a whole.

1 In terms of the city and the University.
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1 introduction
The problem starts with Groningen’s current and burgeoning problem
of being an international student city. The approach Groningen is
taking to become an international student city, our study finds, is not
sustainable.

In recent years, the city has seen a substantial rise in the number
of students; with the international students taking up a larger and
larger ratio of the total student population. This trend is projected to
continue in the coming years (University of Groningen, 2019a).

As such, we ask whether or not Groningen is sustainable as a stu-
dent city. We will investigate whether the capacity, resources, and
services of the Gemeente and the RUG can sustain current efforts to
grow the student population.

The Geemente’s ‘Next City’ initiative outlines Groningen’s ambi-
tions to continue growing in size, whilst also improving the overall
quality of life and environmental orientation. A significant aspect of
the ‘Next City’ plan is the stimulation of economic growth through
the attraction of foreign students; their talent specifically (Gemeente
Groningen, 2018a). At the same time, the RUG’s 2018 Management Re-
port outlines their ambitions to continue attracting international stu-
dents and staff. Their aims are to keep student numbers rising, create
an international environment, and improve the international reputa-
tion and network of the university (2019a). While both the Gemeente
and the university remain focused on making their vision of an inter-
national student city a reality, neither have considered the long-term
sustainability of such a model.

We argue that the cultural, economic, and social foundation of the
city does not support the initiative of an international student city,
leading to it being unsustainable. The increase in students has seen
a shift in the dynamic of the city, with housing, services, and re-
tail being re-oriented towards accommodating the student city vision.
Surely this cannot continue indefinitely, as one must still factor in the
preexisting population of Groningen.

Issues raised by the increase of the student population suggest that
there may be a lack of collaboration between the university and the
Gemeente regarding international student intake and its impact on
city planning. Our analysis of data wasn’t as nuanced as we would
have hoped, as there are gaps and shortcomings in research. Our
paper attempts to address these shortcomings, but future research is
encouraged; if not required.
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2 existing data on the sustainability of
groningen

Recent years have seen an increase in the international student pop-
ulation in Groningen (Groningen City Monitor, 2020). Concurrently,
there has been an initiative by the Gemeente to ‘internationalise’ Gronin-
gen, in response to two conditions:

1. A fall in student population in the surrounding provinces, lead-
ing to a decline in educational recruitment from the north.

2. An effort to respond to globalisation by expanding the univer-
sity’s contribution to the international knowledge economy (Ge-
meente Groningen, 2015).

This initiative on internationalisation has had unintended conse-
quences, creating a shortage in the supply of housing, contributing
to youth unemployment, and to a subtle degree, creating a rift be-
tween the youth and the elderly (Lager & van Hoven, 2019).2 These
economic and social impacts point to the question of social unsustain-
ability in the city.

There are several pieces of national legislation that exacerbate the
need to expand the population of international students; not by law
but rather by consequence of the law. Legislation emphasises financ-
ing the university on the basis of the number of students (Ministry of
Education, Culture and Science, 2020) while separating the respon-
sibility for housing from the universities (DUWO, 2010). We will
later elaborate on how these factors have created a unique problem
in Groningen which requires taking action promptly.

The university, meanwhile, has tried to address sustainability in a
primarily environmental sense, ignoring the social and economic as-
pects of sustainability that still, most certainly, could challenge the
city’s long-term development ambitions. In order to accomplish holis-
tic development (one where the circumstances of the city are well
accounted for), and a well-rounded idea of sustainability, there is a
necessity to engage students in the discussion surrounding predom-
inant social and economic issues within a student city. This can be
done through simple means such as a discussion or conversation; or
through formal meetings of youth representatives.

And finally, we also know pre-existing definitions of sustainability
which pertain to specific fields, whether it be environmental or socio-
economic. These will be later referenced and used to devise our own

2 The social disparity between the elderly community of Groningen and the students
might amount to more than a mere generational divide. For example, language can
play a large factor between the two groups. While we cannot accurately determine
the factors which create this disparity, we can assume that it is more complex, than
a mere generational divide.
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definition for the purpose of evaluating Groningen. We believe that
by clarifying the terms, we set a solid precedent to develop a sort
of toolbox that does not currently exist, with which to examine the
sustainability of certain cities, such as Groningen in our case.

3 what’s missing
There are multiple ways to evaluate the sustainability of a student city.
They are mostly generalisable. Having said that, Groningen has a few
unique factors that could potentially distort how it would usually
compare to other cities in a generic index.

General youth employment data is largely unavailable; the lack of
which hinders the analysis of economic sustainability. The retention
of students is roughly known, but the accessibility of labour for non-
Dutch people is broadly unknown. What is also unavailable, is data of
students that work part-time to facilitate their studies. All that exists
are complaints from students that it is hard to find, which barely
qualifies as qualitative, if even. Furthermore, there is a lack of research
addressing the totality of ethnic diversity in its political, social, and
environmental sense.

It is important to note that neither the university nor the Gemeente
have used sustainability as a criterion to evaluate their student city ini-
tiatives. Thus they had no way of recognising quality of life issues, in-
cluding; the lack of social integration; the brain drain; students within
the Groningen market (be it the labour, housing or consumer goods
markets); among others.

4 rationale and methodology

4.1 Operationalising the Concept of a Sustainable Student City
We began by analysing the existing definitions and literature on sus-
tainability, so as to not only properly understand the concept sustain-
ability but to also provide a further refined definition for sustainabil-
ity that will be used throughout our investigation.

During our research, we weren’t able to find any entity, whether it
be a city council or any other literature, that operationalised the term
‘student city’. Instead, each website tried to categorise Groningen in
a student ranking using very differing and subjective criteria. For
one example, dutchreview.com lists Groningen in 2nd place in the
Netherlands with the following reasoning:
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This city . . . is bustling with lots of students . . . it’s very di-
verse . . . appealing to the eye . . . university is a landmark in
itself and is the second oldest in the whole country . . . It’s
known for its female success: first female lecturer and first
female student—and also the first Dutch astronaut! So it
has some cool history behind it.

There are multiple arguments to be had about the validity of each
of these listed criteria. Another attempt to categorise a student city
can be found in dispatcheurope.com, where Groningen was voted the
best student city in 2016. The criteria for analysis were “. . . nightlife
and restaurants, cultural hotspots and student density.” (dispatcheu
rope.com). While we acknowledged the importance of some of these,
they were hardly sufficient. It is to be remembered, that we have
only looked at cases trying merely to operationalise the term ‘student
city’ alone. The task of finding an active use and qualification of a
‘sustainable student city’ was even less successful.

Thus, in order to proceed any further with our research, we our-
selves had to conceptualise the term. In order to inform our effort,
we used indices such as Arcadis’ Sustainable Cities Index, the Social
Progress Index (SPI), among other more specific metrics regarding
education, access to public transport and air quality; as each of these
indices provide a tangible method to deconstruct and evaluate the
different pillars of sustainability. As we felt that student city rank-
ings used mostly superficial criteria, we looked for indices that rep-
resented each of these pillars more tangibly. We cross checked these
indices with pre-existing literature, in order to validate them with
peer reviewed material; thereby creating an extensive framework for
measuring the sustainability of a student city.

In order to operationalise the aforementioned pillars, we used the
aforementioned literature to make more precise definitions as fol-
lows:3

1. Economic sustainability: Having the ability to sustain economic
growth without compromising social, environmental or cultural
aspects (integrated definition).4

2. Social sustainability: A process or framework that promotes well-
being within an organisation’s own members while also sup-
porting the ability of future generations to maintain a healthy
community.

3 See Appendix 1 for the sourcing of the definitions.
4 The definitions of economic sustainability were integrated to allow for socio-

economic dynamics within it, thus integrating the definitions of economic and social
sustainability.
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3. Environmental sustainability: The rates of renewable resource
harvest, pollution creation, and non-renewable resource deple-
tion that can be continued indefinitely.

In these definitions, we can see a focus on economic growth, renew-
able resources, and promoting the well-being and health of current
and future generations. While these three pillars of sustainability
develop an in-depth understanding of the various fields and areas
involved, we found that much of the data lacked cross-disciplinary
references. Thus, we wanted to integrate these into one overarching
definition to serve as a foundation moving forward. We gloss ‘sus-
tainability’ as follows:

A framework for structuring economic growth so as to not
compromise natural resources and their surrounding ecol-
ogy, while augmenting the health and well-being of future
generations.

We concluded with this specific definition, within the context of this
project, as it accounts for the three different aspects of sustainability.
Discussion around the definition is encouraged.

We would then go through a similar process in defining what a ‘stu-
dent city’ is, and what conditions could constitute a good or effective
student city. Here, our work became less clear, as what a student city
is, has not been clearly defined anywhere. For example, is a student
city one where students make up a significant percentage of the to-
tal population or is it simply a large number of students? In the first
case, Groningen, a well-known student city, is similar to Zwolle, a city
which isn’t actively pursuing the identity of a student city. In the sec-
ond case, when are there enough students to deem the city a ‘student
city’? In our interview with Jan Kees Kleuver, strategic advisor for
internationalisation at the Gemeente, he disagreed with the focus on
the number of students, and instead explained that a ‘student city’ is
determined by the role and importance of the university and students
within the city. Inspired by the above discussion, we gloss ‘student
city’ thus:

A city wherein the university and student population ac-
count for a substantial amount of social, economic and po-
litical activity.

Neither the RUG nor the Gemeente provide a clear nor helpful def-
inition of what a ’student city’ is. Instead, throughout descriptions of
the city, they both often refer to the large student population and a
diverse cultural scene (RUG, 2020; groningen.nl, 2019).5 These de-
scriptions were extrapolations from Groningen to infer a student city,

5 The Gemeente and RUG each referring to both the total number of students and
the percentage of students relative to the population.
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rather than the other way around. Their definition was rather incom-
plete, as it didn’t encompass all of the aspects of students’ lives, nor
how they interact with or impact the city. Further literature regarding
student cities presented similar problems and were often only appli-
cable on a case-by-case basis. Thus, we concluded that the best way
to develop our understanding was to look at what a ‘good’ student
city is, and what these cities should strive for.6 We decided that the
overall objectives of a student city include maintaining a well-reputed
university, which itself has a strong association with the city, and ben-
efiting from a large student population. The city can reap rewards
from the presence of students; be it their knowledge, skill and overall
resourcefulness, in a way that improves or maintains the economic
situation of the city and its inhabitants (both long-term residents and
students), with the same true for the quality of life.7 Looking more
specifically at students, we argue that the city should provide enough
cultural, academic and recreational opportunities, services and utili-
ties for students to feel fulfilled, at a price which wouldn’t severely
compromise the standard of living of the students.

4.2 Data Collection
Throughout and after defining our terms, we collected data about the
city of Groningen. We looked primarily at statistics, using sources
such as the ‘Gronometer’ buurtmonitor and the OIS, that would help us
understand the environmental, social and economic condition of the
city, both overall and per neighbourhood. This data, paired with re-
ports conducted regarding student quality of life, would give us a bet-
ter understanding of the current situation, so as to properly evaluate
each pillar of sustainability. We also examined the role of the univer-
sity, looking for their involvement with the city and the community,
as well as their efforts to become more environmentally sustainable.

Alongside our quantitative research, we also conducted two back-
ground interviews. We spoke to Jan Kees Kleuver, the strategic ad-
visor in the field of internationalisation for the Gemeente; and Ruud
Paap, a project manager for green gas projects in the region; in or-
der to understand the direction in which the city is developing. Our
conclusions are based on all of this material.

6 While we examined cities such as Berlin, Oxford and Amsterdam, it became appar-
ent that we couldn’t infer most of their characteristics into a simple solution to solve
the issues in Groningen. Not much seemed to be shown about the sustainabilities
of those cities either.

7 This depends on where the students purchase their goods, whether they pay income
taxes into the city, etc.
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4.3 Analysis and Evaluation of Groningen
With our terms defined and relevant data collected, we proceeded to
analyse Groningen as both a ‘sustainable’ city and a ‘student city’,
with a view to integrating these evaluations. We did this by examin-
ing existing metrics, such as the Social Progress Index, and evaluated
how well Groningen performed according to our definitions. As part
of our investigations, we created interactive maps in order to visu-
ally represent the dynamics of the city, neighbourhood by neighbour-
hood.8 This was somewhat limited by the availability of data, but we
were able to map some data regarding each of the three pillars of sus-
tainability, such as the student population, number of jobs and solar
panel installations (all per neighbourhood).

There are many indices for ‘sustainable city’, though many of the
measures are subjective. There is no methodological index for evalu-
ating a ‘student city’. As there are a plethora of indices available that
have the capacity to calculate and critique specific areas of a country’s
or city’s performance, we grouped a few that could give about a gen-
eral guideline to sustainability, and more specifically, to merge it with
the idea of a student city.9

5 our findings
Throughout our research, three main areas caught our attention; so-
cial and youth integration in the city, employment opportunities for
students, student housing. We will discuss these three areas in more
detail in the following subsections.

5.1 Social and Youth Integration
There are two types of integration, for which we have reason to be-
lieve, are not adequately realised. On the one hand, there is a lack of
social integration of international students in the Dutch culture, and
on the other hand, there is an absence or at least lack of youth repre-
sentatives in all matters that concern them (students in municipality
and university boards).

First, it is clear that the number of international students has grown.
In 2016, there were 4,983 international students in Groningen, whereas

8 As in, some indices mentioned the frequency that residents of an area go out for
recreational purposes. As such, we made a map reflecting this statistic.

9 Ultimately, combining the concept of a ‘sustainable city’ with that of a ‘student
city’, was a major hurdle we had to overcome. Although our guidelines may be
limited, they provide a general metric of measuring a student city’s sustainability
performance.
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in 2019 that number rose to 7,700 (University of Groningen, 2016,
2019b). In its Sustainable Society initiative, the RUG pointed out that
one of their goals is social inclusion. However, we have no idea how
they are going about achieving this goal, nor what “social cohesion”
means to them.

Second, the influx of students does not impact the entire city equally,
from our investigations and the maps we made, we can observe a clus-
tering effect of the student population around the centre of the city,
stretching towards the Zernike Campus. As the student population is
much denser in one area, we feel that they are not properly socially
integrated with the city, instead, creating a bubble within it, with stu-
dents inside of the bubble, and the long-term residents outside of it.
Challenges regarding housing and unemployment only amplify the
lack of social integration.

5.2 Youth Unemployment
Before we analyse youth unemployment (post-graduate employment)
in Groningen specifically, let us establish the general trend across the
Netherlands. According to Euroguidance (2016):

Almost 75,000 international students choose a study in the
Netherlands. 70% of them would like to find a job in the
Netherlands after they have graduated. But only 28% also
succeed.

General issues with general unemployment are also seen in the city.
Overall, Groningen is projected to remain the highest nationally at
4.5% (Statistica, 2020). In terms of youth unemployment, that figure
grows to 12.5% (Knoema, 2017), also the highest nationally.10

There is a distinction to be made between employment after one be-
comes educated, and employment during their study (part-time pre-
sumably). The latter hasn’t been investigated, however, it is generally
estimated that 70% of internationals emigrate, which shows a sort of
brain-drain phenomenon in motion.

The brain drain effect was seen even before Groningen went about
their plans to internationalise. It had a large crowd from outside of it
(40% from outside of the Groningen area according to Van Dijk, 2007).
It already implies that the capacity of the local student population of
Groningen has never been sufficient to sustain the university. How-
ever, the city has never responded by creating an equal amount of
potential work positions. Venhorst (2011), puts it as follows:

10 This, in comparison to the average youth employment of 6.7% in December (Trading
Economics, 2019) can be considered “high youth unemployment”.
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This makes it likely that regional labour demand for uni-
versity graduates can be easily met by graduates from the
university in this region, but that there are not enough jobs
in the region to accommodate all graduates.

Given the rapid increase of international students in Groningen dis-
cussed earlier, we can reasonably assume the specific aptness of this
statement.

5.3 Availability of Affordable Student Housing
Before we examine the affordability of housing in Groningen, let us
set the context of the current housing market in Groningen by divid-
ing it into quantitative data and qualitative inputs from students.

According to a research paper by the Groninger Studentenbond (2018);
where a sample of 470 students were asked about the various housing
conditions in Groningen.

• They found that the largest renter was SSH Housing (79.8% of
the sample) overall, 75.3% of the sample took no more than two
months to find accommodation.

• When students looked for help with finding accommodation,
Hanze and UG accounted for 63.9% of the help. However, if
we specify this help towards only SSH, this number goes up to
80.2%.

• While 72.9% said that they would have chosen to study in Gronin-
gen anyway if they had known the housing shortage beforehand,
10.9% said otherwise.

• 33.9% of all respondents were unhappy with their overall hous-
ing situation. When we specify this towards the private market,
this value falls to 21.6%.

• 54.9% of students were satisfied with their level of privacy (53%
at SSH; 61.1% through the private market).

Some prominent points of notice from the qualitative inputs from
international students include:

“. . . most of the respondents tell us that they think their
rental price is too high because of the state of their house.”

“. . . students feel like house-owners are taking advantage
of international students.”

“. . . many students. . . have troubles reaching their house-
owner if something in their house needs to be fixed. . . ”
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“When asked if students would stay at their current resi-
dence for another year if this was possible, most students
responded that they would if the rental price was lowered
considerately.”

“Frequently, landlords refused to translate the rental con-
tract to English.”

“Some students mentioned that their educational institu-
tion made it seem like SSH was the only housing corpora-
tion for international students.”

According to LSVb, 2018; 73% of students pay too much for their
accommodation. It is quite alarming that 1 in 4 students in Groningen
haven’t found housing within 2 months of looking.

Multiple sources say that the increase in the number of students at
Dutch universities surpasses the extra supply of housing. For exam-
ple, articles from news websites such as the UKrant, NLTimes or Dag-
blad van het Noorden raise concerns surrounding the rapid increase
in international student numbers and the lack of housing for these
students, often citing recounts of students struggling to find housing
(Langeler 2018; Pieters 2019; Borst 2017). Given that the RUG expects
to have almost 10,000 international students in 2023 (2019a), we can
see that the housing situation is inadequate to support the ambitions
of the RUG. This kind of growth is thus fundamentally unsustainable
from the perspective of the housing market.

SSH is a major player within the student housing market, with a
supply of 1,950 rooms (Raeflex, 2019). However, this is insufficient
to cater for the 7,700 international students that currently reside here
(University of Groningen, 2019b). Private developers have stepped in
to fill this gap, however, their rent can be very high.11 For the housing
units that they do provide internationals in Groningen, SSH only of-
fers Short Stay accommodation (Raeflex). These rooms are reserved by
educational institutions, and only last less than a year, offering fewer
protections than traditional rental contracts. The Short Stay Accom-
modation contracts point out that neither the regular rent protection
measures nor the rental cost protection act apply to it. Following an
inquiry about rental prices, an SSH official confirmed that there is no
rental protection in place and, as such, the Rent Commision Board
has no jurisdiction over it. However, SSH argues that, as a non-profit
social housing organisation, they charge a fair price for their services.

In response to these issues, the Gemeente, in cooperation with the
universities (RUG, Hanze & Erasmus), Groningener Studentenbond
and SSH, is working to build more student housing. A November
2018 covenant outlined their ambitions to build between 1,000 and
1,500 rooms by 2025 under the BouwJong 2.0 program. SSH itself has

11 The Student Hotel, for one, has a price of 700+ euros per month.
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plans to expand its Groningen portfolio by an additional 500 rooms,
possibly rising by a further 2,000 should the universities decide to
allow SSH to manage regular student housing (SSH, 2018). However,
it is unclear whether the SSH’s expansion will consist of newly built
rooms or be a management takeover of existing housing.

5.4 The Challenges of Becoming Sustainable
In the interview with Ruud Paap, we learned more about the model
of sustainability that is envisioned for the city of Groningen. When
asked about what the city might look like in the future, Ruud de-
scribed a model where a mix of energy sources are used. He dis-
cussed how at this point, we should be trying to tap into as many
forms of sustainable energy as possible in order to meet our needs, a
complex solution to a complex problem.

The challenge of becoming sustainable is also reflected in our envi-
ronmental maps, where there is a clear disparity in the energy rating
labels between the centre of the city and the outskirts, with the out-
skirts considerably outperforming the center in energy efficiency. It
is clear that the city will have to examine its older infrastructure and
buildings in order to become environmentally sustainable.12

While electrifying the city and moving away from natural gas com-
pletely is the ideal scenario, it’s somewhat unrealistic, in Ruud’s own
words, we’d have to tear the city down and ‘start from scratch’. Ruud
also explained that there will always be a need for ‘molecules’ in the
energy system, as not every use of energy, such as older houses or cer-
tain industries, can be realistically electrified. As historic buildings in
the centre of the city can’t always be electrified, green gas can be used
as an alternative to natural gas in these cases. However, the electrifi-
cation of the city and the creation of a renewable energy grid should
be the priority in the majority of cases, when realistic.

When asked about what he thought ‘sustainability’ looked like,
Ruud described a self-sufficiency model. He also explained that the
technologies to be sustainable exist, citing renewable energy and ver-
tical farms, but that we simply aren’t willing to pay the price.

When asked what we need moving forward, he states awareness
and commitment, two areas he felt students can invigorate by bring-
ing enthusiasm and knowledge, in order to drive the push for sustain-
ability further and faster.

12 We are aware that a debate can emerge between the preservation of valuable cultural
and historical sites against the innovation of a city’s energy system. This topic is
beyond the scope of this paper.
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6 analysis

6.1 Student Population & the City
Whenever students interact with the city in a socially sustainable man-
ner, the university and the city are far more likely to work in tandem
in developing the city. For example in Groningen, a lack thereof leads
to constant bickering about student bike parking places between the
Gemeente and the university; both pointing fingers at the other. In
order to have a sustainable university, the students need to be actively
engaged in the city. A distinction of responsibilities needs to be made
between the Gemeente and the university.

Van den Berg and Russo (2003) noted two extremes- a student popu-
lation consuming services while not being part of the community, and
one where student populations assimilate and become a community
asset. Given the large lack of social integration we found, we strongly
believe Groningen fits under the first extreme. We found evidence of
that in the Gemeente report and in our socio-economic maps. Van
den Berg and Russo’s paper stresses the importance of interaction be-
tween students and local stakeholders in the form of greater political
involvement so as to “enhance the embeddedness of the university of
the city fabric”.

6.2 Ethnic Minorities & International Students
The issue of social integration does not end with students, it extends
to all residents of the city, ethnic minorities and internationals in par-
ticular. While we have mostly discussed students in this paper, the
problems that international students face is also faced by all interna-
tionals throughout the city.

Evidence shows that an exodus of the native Dutch residents from
Dutch neighbourhoods exists when ethnic minorities move into the
neighbourhood, especially after controlling for income. This leads to
a clustering of ethnic minorities in neighbourhoods, forming a clearly
defined community on ethnic bases, not too dissimilar to what has
happened with the student population. In addition, non-western mi-
grants are more keen on moving into areas of ethnic ones (Schaake,
Burgers & Mulder, 2010).

This flies in the face of theories that an increase in the socio-economic
status of minorities leads to cohesion, leading to the necessity for
other solutions. This obvious division in urban areas can make hous-
ing more expensive and exclusive, as well as being ecologically unsus-
tainable. The uneven spread of minorities in urban areas can lead to
a lopsided density of minorities, negatively impact green areas and
ecological diversity (Jenks & Jones, 2010).
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In researching the combination between the ethnically diverse and
students, we found data showing that Selwerd is the most ethnically
diverse neighbourhood in Groningen, with minorities accounting for
22% of the population, which is double the city average (Lager &
van Hoven 2019). Considering the location of the Zernike Campus
for students, as well as transportation and facilities, a large popula-
tion of both students and the elderly have gathered in that area. The
concern of studentification was talked about in conjunction with the
increase in ethnic diversity, and it was found that older people in the
neighbourhood complained about issues such as noise-nuisance, anti-
social behaviour and parking (Lager & van Hoven). Especially for
those who were residing in the neighbourhood for several decades,
this negatively affected their emotional attachment to the neighbour-
hood, leading to loneliness and isolation (Lager & van Hoven).

A major obstacle that international students and ethnic minorities
face when immigrating to Groningen (and to the Netherlands in gen-
eral to a greater or lesser extent) is the language barrier. International
students complain that a lack of Dutch skills hinders their social inte-
gration into the city, and poses a major obstacle to them staying in the
city (Counihan et al., 2017). Studies surrounding the role of language
in social and economic integration have found that proficiency in the
language of the host country is substantial, with the effects more pro-
nounced in social integration (Hamberger, 2009). A case study of Mo-
roccan and Turkish immigrants showed that the probability of feeling
Dutch, and a feeling of being integrated, is about 50 percent higher
for immigrants who are proficient in Dutch (Zorlu & Hartog, 2018).13

Political representation in the city council on behalf of the ethnic
minorities is lacking. We looked at the Council involved in Social
Employment and Minorities, as well as the Committee for Welfare,
and found a lack of minority representation on these councils. De-
spite issues pertaining to minorities being discussed, almost all of the
members are white and Dutch (as seen on the Gemeente website). We
feel that this contributes to social unsustainability in the city, and is
perhaps an indicator of unsustainability in and of itself.

6.3 National Housing Legislation & Praxis
In terms of social sustainability, examining housing is a complex mat-
ter. For example, let us postulate over the question: is housing ac-
cessible? Well, that’s complicated; on paper, it could seem to appear
as if there are many available listings, but that would not account for
the housing legislation and praxis which makes for a sticky housing
situation for internationals.

13 When compared to immigrants who struggle with the language.
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Research done by Böcker, Terlouw, and Özdemir, at the Radboud
University, describes the behaviours of landlords by interviewing the
estate agents responsible for renting out their houses. A few cases
describe homeowners explicitly stating a preference for a certain age,
gender or nationality. Even when not explicitly preferences, the home-
owners could make preferential choices when looking at offers behind
closed doors. A respondent during an interview at the College of Hu-
man Rights of local anti-discrimination agencies said the following:

I think that people themselves often do not know at all
that they have therefore been refused housing. There are
so many home seekers. You are one of the fifty who re-
sponded. How do you know that you have not been se-
lected because of your ethnicity or gender? . . . So we only
receive [complaints and reports about] explicit forms, so
that reference is made to a ground in equal treatment leg-
islation.

So what about this equal treatment legislation? Well, we looked to
the best of our abilities, as the vast majority of legislation can only be
found in Dutch, and found Article 1 of the Dutch constitution, which
lays the foundations for anti-discriminatory law, stating:

All persons in the Netherlands shall be treated equally in
equal circumstances. Discrimination on the grounds of re-
ligion, belief, political opinion, race or sex or on any other
grounds whatsoever shall not be permitted.

Building upon this are more specialised laws, such as the Equal
Treatment Act Based on Age at Work, which looks specifically at age.
However, this doesn’t apply to renting out living spaces. For example,
students or others who are refused because of their income or wealth
aren’t protected against discrimination in the rental market. Further-
more, Article 1 doesn’t explicitly state discrimination based on age,
making its application to rental discrimination against students cases
unclear.

Because there isn’t a law explicitly stating that discrimination in
the rental market against students is illegal, the existing laws, such
as article 1, are somewhat open to interpretation, making it difficult
to foster an environment where internationals are offered equal op-
portunities relative to their Dutch counterparts. Further obstacles are
created when cases of discrimination aren’t clear and occur behind
closed doors, as is often the case, which makes anti-discrimination
laws difficult to enforce. The fact that most of the laws and their
specific wording regarding this subject can only be found in Dutch
doesn’t help the case of international students in particular.
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Housing discrimination is a prevalent issue among the student pop-
ulation across the Netherlands. De Groene Amsterdammer noted that
foreign students, and indeed Dutch people with a foreign-sounding
name, have decreased chances in finding accommodation (2018).

Considering both the social and economic pillars of sustainability,
decreased access to both the housing and labour markets for foreign
students is inherently unsustainable.

6.4 Student Housing Legislation in Groningen
Recognizing previous housing malpractices, including threatening be-
haviour incorrectly charging fees amongst other breaches of rental leg-
islation (Gemeente Groningen, 2018b), the Gemeente has mandated
that, as of January 2019, landlords who wished to rent rooms in
houses or entire apartments to three or more students would require
a permit (Gemeente Groningen, 2020). While this requirement does
help protect students’ rights and living conditions while renting their
respective housing (Gemeente Groningen), it can limit their accom-
modation accessibility. In order for the landlord to obtain the permit,
an environmental impact assessment is conducted to evaluate the pos-
sible effect on the quality of life of the surrounding neighbourhood.
Part of this assessment is a standard referred to as the ‘15% norm’, a
cap of 15% of homes on a given street which can be converted into
room rental or rented to three or more tenants (Gemeente Groningen).
Seeing as students make up the majority of these types of rentals, they
are the most impacted by the permit rules.

In the past, the 15% standard was a standalone rule intended to
protect the neighbourhood’s quality of life. However, their character-
istics weren’t considered, nor their risk of degradation in quality of
life. While the 15% standard has helped to distribute student housing
across the city, reducing the clustering effect of students (Gemeente
Groningen), it does also limit the capacity of student housing of each
neighbourhood to 15%. The shift towards using an environmental im-
pact assessment was a positive one in this regard, however, the 15%
rule remains an important part of the assessment (Gemeente Gronin-
gen), and its impacts prevail. It may be more difficult for all students
to find housing in their desired neighbourhoods or price range. Even
if apartments with multiple bedrooms are available, students simply
cannot rent them due to the home lacking a permit, either due to the
15% cap being reached, or the landlord being unwilling to apply for
the permit, which costs €658 (Gemeente Groningen, n.d.-b). Consid-
ering the challenges that international students already face with the
housing market’s current capacity, the prospect of the 15% standard
limiting the number of available student homes is a worrying one.
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6.5 The Role of the University in Student Housing
The challenging nature of the housing situation in Groningen raises
questions about who shoulders the responsibility for student accom-
modation. Since the 1980s, universities in the Netherlands have not
been legally responsible for providing housing to students. This re-
sponsibility was taken from the Ministry of Education, Culture and
Science, and given on to the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning
and the Environment, who then passed on the responsibility to in-
dependent student housing corporations in the 1990s (DUWO). As a
result, the universities’ influence in organizing student housing has
waned (DUWO).

Dutch universities receive government funding on the basis of the
number of students enrolled in their bachelor and master programmes
(who are on track to graduate on time), and the number of diplomas
they award. The current model means that universities have to make
sure that their student numbers do not shrink, lest a portion of their
government financing disappear.

If combined with an unsustainable housing market, this means that
universities are incentivised to advertise internationalisation without
necessarily considering whether housing can accommodate them. This
is something we view as inherently unsustainable, as a conflict of mo-
tive clearly arises between the housing market and the university.

Even more troublingly, the birth rate of Dutch people is plateauing
(CBS, 2020). Which will further necessitate the effort to attract foreign
students, in order to maintain the number of students, as outlined
in the RUG’s 2018 Management Report. As a result, even more inter-
national students will be pushed into a housing market where we’ve
seen the current amount of internationals already struggle.

We feel that current initiatives to address the housing crisis will not
solve the issue. The growth in the number of international students in
the city will outpace current student housing programmes. BouwJong
2.0, for example, aims to build between 1,000 and 1,500 rooms by 2025,
which will not cover the over 2,000 additional internationals the RUG
is expecting by 2023 (2019a).

6.6 Student Unemployment
One of the most effective ways to study the sustainability of a student
city is to look at the employment of students both during and after
their studies. Should students opt not to, or are forced into a situation
where they cannot find a job, their integration into the city and the
long-term sustainability of the student city model is put into question.
The significance of student employment is outlined in the Van den
Berg and Russo report:
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It is important to this respect to develop a “vision” about
the city as a place for students where to build a life-project,
organising effective and attractive solutions for their pas-
sage from the student to the residential market once they
finish their studies.

However, we have to acknowledge the limitation that no studies
have been done specifically on expat unemployment in Groningen,
both in terms of part-time and post-graduate employment.

From what data we could collect, we believe that a problem sur-
rounding the employment of international students exists. Generally,
youth unemployment in Groningen sits well above the national av-
erage of 6.70%.14 If international students are to become more inte-
grated within the city and the community, they mustn’t be discour-
aged by cultural, nor language barriers, as is currently the case:

Many expressed that a limited ability to advance in Dutch
language skills is a discouraging factor when it comes to
. . . finding work in or around Groningen. This also feeds
into limited social and professional networks which again
reduces access to the job market, as described above. (Couni-
han et al.)

In addition to the challenge of social integration, the presence or
lack of Dutch proficiency plays a major role in economic integration
as well. Zorlu and Hartog suggest that proficiency in Dutch increases
the probability of being employed by around 30 percent, while also
raising average income by almost 500 euros per month. With Dutch
being a substantial factor in employment, international students com-
ing to Groningen face predicaments in the area of employment and
economic integration into the city.

6.7 Environmental Sustainability & Students
While the social and economic pillars of sustainability prove to be
problematic, positives can be seen in environmental sustainability.
Throughout our investigation we saw instances where Groningen is
performing well in becoming more renewable, for example, the heat-
ing systems running on green gas instead of natural gas when the
temperature is above 20°C. However, as in most cases, more should
be done.

Throughout the interview with Ruud Paap, it was clear that there
was no easy solution that could work for the entire city. Each neigh-
bourhood and it’s physical infrastructure is different, and as such a

14 Given that the vast majority of jobs require Dutch, we can almost certainly assume
that the foreign student unemployment rate is higher.
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combination of different renewable energy strategies must be used. A
major emerging discussion point will be the question of values and
stakeholders. We’ve seen that older, historical buildings in the city
will be much more difficult to adapt to modern insulation and en-
ergy standards. As such, decisions need to be made as to how far
the city pursues its energy redevelopment goals without potentially
compromising its heritage and cultural sites.

On a more positive note, students can be instrumental in the effort
to become a ‘sustainable’ city. Our interview with Ruud Paap con-
cluded with the notion that awareness and commitment are needed
moving forward. We agree with this notion as students can bring en-
ergy and enthusiasm to the push to become environmentally sustain-
able. However, their lack of integration and influence, both socially
and politically, hinder their ability to bring about significant change
in the city.

7 conclusions & recommendations
Given the data and analysis, we can be reasonably worried that the
increase in internationals in Groningen cannot be facilitated by its
current facilities and capital. The housing market is, and will be,
inadequate in catering to the increase in population. The job market
is very unprepared to either allow students to work part-time during
their studies, or to find a full-time job after graduating.

One possible solution is for the university to give guarantees to the
housing cooperatives to stimulate greater trust between the students,
the cooperatives, and the university. While social housing non-profits
are present, and heavily involved within the housing market, their
Short Stay contracts leave much to be desired with regards to Rental
Control rights. Secondly, stricter regulation of the private market by
the Gemeente could prevent price hikes and language discrimination.
Furthermore, a clear division of responsibility between the university
and the municipality can contribute to the creation of a clear plan to
solve the housing crisis.

Other possible solutions to address the issue of housing include
rent-free or subsidised housing for students who offer social and prac-
tical comfort for elders, or the integration of students in the existing
community in the Groningen Active Ageing Strategy, an effort to in-
crease the physical and social well-being of the elderly.

An increase in the capacity of the rental market is also recommend-
able. An increase in the availability of rental housing, specifically for
students, but also in general, will likely ease the strain on the market,
making it easier and more affordable for students to find homes. The
difficulty here is that a very large amount of housing is needed in the
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immediate future, and should the universities continue to increase the
student population, housing must continue to be built well into the
future, or the city risks falling back into the present scenario. While
the Gemeente is working to increase the amount of student housing,
take for example the BouwJong 2.0 program, more is needed. At the
current rate, demand will outstrip supply, driving prices up and stu-
dents away.

Another potential solution for social sustainability is greater access
to legal documentation. If we presume that we can have a certain
quantity of international students relative to the local population, we
could assume that a point could be reached that it would be justifiable
to make legal works available in both Dutch and English; or if both
exist, make them equally available. For internationals, rent contracts
should be made more readily available in English, or at least a certain
agency should be developed in order to aid internationals with rental
contracts and law.

It is also important for city information to be made available by
the Gemeente as failure to do so usually pushes the burden onto the
university to provide said information. The information is essential
in order for internationals to actually move here in the first place.

We also recommend more frequent analysis and more thorough
scrutiny of sustainability policies, especially in the area of environ-
mental sustainability. Sustainability projects and legislation need to
be regularly evaluated for their feasibility, with input from different
stakeholders of the city (be it environmental activists or social devel-
opers). It is important that we address that there is no such thing
as a “one size fits all” solution, given the aforementioned differences
in physical infrastructure throughout the city. The compromise be-
tween preservation of infrastructure and innovation of energy will be
a tough discussion to have, but a necessary one. This, again, requires
extensive cooperation with the various stakeholders.

The same can be said for data regarding the social and economic sta-
tus of the city. In order to properly understand how well students are
integrated into the city, more information is needed. Throughout our
investigation, we weren’t able to find data because it simply didn’t ex-
ist, especially in the area of the employment of students (both during
and after their studies).

Available data regarding social and economic integration demon-
strates that more must be done about the language barrier. While
the first Dutch course for students is subsidized by the university, the
cost of reaching an academic level of Dutch exceeds 2,000 euros. As
a result of this, progress in learning Dutch often stagnates after that
first course (Counihan et al.). More could be done by the university to
encourage an increased proficiency in Dutch, such as further subsidi-
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sation of Dutch lessons, in order to mitigate the social and economic
integration issues discussed earlier.

Representation of students and ethnic minorities within govern-
mental bodies in the city is also desirable. The Gemeente must hear
the concerns of all local residents, to ensure that they are not disen-
franchised on the issue; while also tending to the concerns of interna-
tional students, in order for them to feel welcome and integrated here.
We feel that this will further address the issues of social sustainability,
helping to make both international students and non-students more
integrated within the city.

It appears that Groningen will seriously need to examine its hous-
ing and job markets before it continues to accrue more international
students. Legislation should also be examined to see whether a con-
flict of motive arises. The RUG and Gemeente should expand their
paradigm of sustainability beyond merely the environmental aspect.
Overall, Groningen is in a reasonable condition, however, there is a
severe danger of undercapacity and decline if action is not taken.
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appendix a: definitions
1. Social Sustainability: https://benojo.com/social-sustainabi

lity

2. Environmental Sustainability: https://www.thwink.org/susta
in/glossary/EnvironmentalSustainability.htm

3. Economic Sustainability (integrated from): https://sustainabi
lity.umw.edu/areas-of-sustainability/economic-sustaina

bility/ and http://www.businessdictionary.com/definitio

n/economically-sustainable.html

4. Student City (roughly adapted from): https://www.topunivers
ities.com/best-student-cities/methodology

appendix b: maps
Note: an ArcGIS account is required to access these maps.

Social Maps
Maps available here: https://arcg.is/1H8aaD

Map Legend:

% of residents
partaking in
cultural activ-
ity

% of residents
that some-
times visit a
church/mosque

% of resi-
dents that
sometimes go
to a theatre,
concert, or
museum

% of residents
that some-
times go to
cafés/restaurants/clubs

% of residents
that are stu-
dents

0–24 10–14 75–84 80–84 0–9

25–34 15–19 85–89 85–89 10–19

35–44 20–24 90–94 90–94 20–29

45–100 25–40 95–100 95–100 30–39

Economic Maps
Maps available here: https://arcg.is/04C10W
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Map Legend:

Jobs Satisfaction with public transport (OV)
(%}

0–9,999 60–69

10,000–19,999 70–79

20,000–29,999 80–89

30,000–39,999 90–100

Environmental Maps
Maps available here: https://arcg.is/iubGv

Map Legend:

Total solar panels Solar panels per house-
hold

% houses with ‘A’ or ‘B’
energy rating

1,000–2,999 0–0.99 0–19

3,000–4,999 1.00–2.99 20–39

5,000–6,999 3.00–4.99 40–59

7,000–9,999 5.00–6.99 60–100


	Executive Summary
	1 Introduction
	2 Existing Data on the Sustainability of Groningen
	3 What's Missing
	4 Rationale and Methodology
	4.1 Operationalising the Concept of a Sustainable Student City
	4.2 Data Collection
	4.3 Analysis and Evaluation of Groningen

	5 Our Findings
	5.1 Social and Youth Integration
	5.2 Youth Unemployment
	5.3 Availability of Affordable Student Housing
	5.4 The Challenges of Becoming Sustainable

	6 Analysis
	6.1 Student Population & the City
	6.2 Ethnic Minorities & International Students
	6.3 National Housing Legislation & Praxis
	6.4 Student Housing Legislation in Groningen
	6.5 The Role of the University in Student Housing
	6.6 Student Unemployment
	6.7 Environmental Sustainability & Students

	7 Conclusions & Recommendations
	Bibliography
	Appendices

