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3 HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF DUTCH 
TRADE AND INDUSTRY, FROM 1820 TILL 2000 

 
Old firms in the Netherlands have a long history and have experienced major 
changes in their ‘economic and business environment’. For an understanding of 
how the population of old firms in the Netherlands is spatially distributed at 
present, as already discussed briefly in Chapter 2, an insight into the economic 
history is necessary. This chapter tries to get a grip on those past changes in the 
business environment that have influenced the composition of the survivors. 
Ideally, this investigation would follow a cohort of firms over time, and pinpoint 
the time and reasons for certain firms to exit the cohort, thereby explaining the 
survival chances of old firms. This would give detailed information about the 
group of old firms over the long term. Unfortunately, due to insufficient data 
sources, this is not possible as was described in the previous chapter. As an 
alternative, Chapter 3 will discuss the historical setting, the evolution of industry 
and trade in the Netherlands, and the development of the firm population in the 
provinces. Subsequently, the data available on old firms, however imperfect these 
may be, are analysed to gain some insight into the historical background of the old 
firms in the Netherlands. 
The period described in this chapter is very long and many historians have written 
about parts of this period, and there is still much debate about the Dutch economic 
past. This chapter does not pretend to give a full and complete overview of the 
economic history of the Netherlands, but will provide a broad impression in very 
general terms of the economic development of the Netherlands in this period, as 
well as the development of industry and trade in each region. This will provide the 
understanding needed to comprehend the basics of this research since, according to 
Van der Werf (1989), geographical variations from the past influence the social 
organization of the economic situation of the present. There is a historical process 
for every spatial economic pattern, and for every level, be it international, national, 
regional or local. 

3.1  Historical perspective 
 
The economic history of the Netherlands has been largely determined by the 
structural deficiency in raw materials for industrial processing leading to a foreign 
orientation. This made the Dutch economy quite vulnerable during its development 
(Stuijvenberg, 1977). In spite of this, the Dutch economy has shown a steady 
growth since the late middle Ages, and can be seen in European history as one of 
the most prosperous economies of Europe (Van Zanden, 1989). With its favourable 
position on the coast, and at the interchange of trade routes from the North to the 
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South and from the East to the West, the strong urbanization, and a thrifty, active 
population - with an entrepreneurial attitude, became the engine for this early 
economic growth. This economic growth, however, stagnated at the end of the 18th 
century and at the beginning of the 19th century (Stuijvenberg, 1977).  

3.1.1  Pre-industrial period 
 
The Netherlands was already highly urbanized in the early 16th century (Kooij, 
1988) and, from this, originated a strong tradition of trade and a prosperous 
traditional industry. At this time, in the provinces of Noord Holland and Zuid 
Holland, only 25% of the working population was active in agriculture and more 
than 40% in industry. Such a high percentage has not that often been reached in  
national statistics of the 19th and 20th centuries (Van Zanden, 2001). Next to the 
growing commerce, to which agriculture and fisheries also made large 
contributions, agriculture in the rural provinces was of major importance to the 
entire Dutch economy (Van Houtte, 1977). The sectors with the most impact on the 
economy in the early 16th century can be seen in Figure 3.1. In the areas now 
known as Noord Holland and Zuid Holland, agriculture was prominent in the rural 
areas, and trade and industry were more present in the urban areas. Fisheries and 
peat exploitation were, not surprisingly, more prevalent in the rural areas. 
In the 17th century, the economy thrived, with the so-called ‘Golden Age’ of the 
Netherlands. The Dutch Republic was a leader in the field of technology with high 
levels of per capita income (Smits et al., 1999). With the rising prosperity from 
overseas merchandising, the Dutch gave very little attention to the development of 
pre-industrial production. Even in the declining economy at the end of the 18th 
century hardly any investments were made in new production techniques. The 
Dutch men of wealth kept their money or decided to keep investing in more 
traditional objects of trade. This was a serious impediment to the development of 
new industry (Klein, 1977; Schot, 1995). Nevertheless, the Dutch economy - 
especially in the provinces Noord Holland and Zuid Holland - had an exceptional 
economic development in terms of early-modern economic expansion in the period 
1500-1800 (Van Zanden, 2001). The capital market and state expenditures during 
the 16th and the first half of the 17th centuries have modern characteristics. In the 
‘Golden Age’ of the Dutch economy, a process of specialization took place in the 
rural areas of the coastal provinces. This led to the creation of a relatively large, 
capital-intensive agricultural sector and to a considerable rise in agricultural 
productivity. An interaction took place between the developments in agriculture 
and the economic expansion of Holland in this period. On the one hand, the 
agricultural progress was made possible by the growth of industry, and of cities as 
markets for agricultural products in Holland. On the other hand, these changes in 
the rural provinces made large contributions to the modernization of Holland’s 
economy (Van Zanden, 1989). 

52 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   



 

 
Figure 3.1: Structure of labour force in 1514 in Noord- and Zuid Holland in percentages 
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Source: Van Zanden (2002). 
 
By the middle of the 17th century (between 1640 and 1680), the economic 
expansion of the Dutch economy ground to a stop, 150 years of relative decline 
followed, which ended with deep crises in 1809-1813, the so-call French period. 
The relative stagnation of the economy up to 1780 was mainly the result of the 
uneven development of the most important sectors. Industry and fishing showed a 
marked decline, while at the same time trade remained stable and the financial 
sector and agriculture grew (Van Zanden, 1989). In the 18th century, the 
Netherlands continued to be a densely populated and strongly urbanized country. 
The focus of the economy was still on shipping and trade. Half the working 
population at this time was employed in agriculture and only the Zaanstreek area 
developed any true industrialization. The industry in this period was mainly 
through small craft businesses and home employment (Brugmans, 1970), together 
with the rise of the labour-intensive textile industry in some rural parts of the 
country. Economic development in the 18th century fluctuated. Even though some 
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sectors such as agriculture, trade, shipping, transportation made slow progress, in 
general the economy of the 18th century demonstrated a relative decline. After 1770 
much of the labour-intensive production ceased due to cheap imported goods from 
abroad, leading to structural unemployment. The technological development in the 
Netherlands came to a halt because of the weak basis of Dutch industry, a shortage 
of raw resources and a relatively small market (Faber, 1977; Schot, 1995). The 
explanation for the Republic’s economic decline can be found in the emancipation 
of the neighbouring countries. This foreign mercantilism led to lower demands for 
Dutch services and industrial products, as well as the psychological factor of a lack 
of entrepreneurship (in Dutch the so-called Jan Saliespirit). Although, De Vries 
(1978, as quoted in Van Zanden, 1989) claims that this psychological factor was 
the result of the difficult economic situation and not the other way around, labour 
productivity in the Netherlands grew by only with 0.7%, vis-à-vis the European 
growth of 1.1% in the period of 1850-1870 (Smits et al., 1999). The Netherlands 
continued this lethargic progress until the middle of the 19th century when the 
reorganization of industry through mechanisation began. 

3.1.2  Industrial revolution 
 
The 19th century was a crucial period in the economic history of the Netherlands. 
This period can be seen as the link between the Golden Age and the strong growth 
in the 20th century with much emphasis on industrialisation. Historians have 
concentrated on the stagnation in the middle of the 19th century and the late start to 
industrialisation in the Netherlands. The main causes of this late start have been 
mainly ascribed to the lack of resources and the high wages in the Netherlands as 
well as to the mentality of the entrepreneur - the so-called Jan Saliespirit (Smits et 
al., 1999). 
The industrialization of the Netherlands can roughly be placed in the period 1850 - 
1914i. In this period, the Dutch economy was transformed from an agricultural and 
trade-economy one to an industrialized one. The period prior to the Dutch 
industrial revolution (1813-1850) is described by Brugmans (1961) as the pre-
industrial period. The prosperous days of the Dutch staple market (merchandise 
entrepôt) were over, and its function was taken over by the London and Hamburg 
markets. The buying and selling of goods on the basis of securities replaced the 
system of the staple market. The Dutch were more interested in trading goods than 
in fabricating these goods themselves (Atzema and Wever, 1994). In this period, 
handicraft was the dominant form of industry in the shape of small businesses, with 
a ‘boss’ who worked along with his family and perhaps a few employees, with only 
limited tools and equipment, and serving a local market (Brugmans, 1970). The 
industrial revolution can also be marked by the introduction of larger companies, 
although this type of  ‘takeoff’ did not really appear until 1895 (De Jonge, 1968). 
In England the industrial revolution took place from 1760 to 1830 and the first 
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steps towards a modern-capitalistic society were made. This enabled England to 
flood the Netherlands with cheap products. The decline in prices caused the Dutch 
economy to become lethargic, as described in more detail in the preceding section. 
Only when France (after 1830) and Germany (1840-1850) made the step towards a 
modern capitalistic market, did the Netherlands initiate its industrial revolution 
(Brugmans, 1961).  
In the period 1850 - 1870, major changes were implemented in the Dutch 
institutional environment. These made the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ of the Dutch 
blossom. In this period agriculture flourished and a higher general level of wealth 
caused the Dutch economic politics to adopt a more liberal attitude. The rates for 
in, out, and carry through lost their protectionist character (rate law of 1862). The 
shipping laws of 1850 freed the national sea shipping and shipbuilding industries of 
several prohibitions. The herring fisheries and madder industry (organic substance 
for colouring paint) were liberated in 1858 and 1845 respectively from many 
regulations (Brugmans, 1970). As well as the constructions of the railways in the 
same period, improving the Dutch infrastructure made a substantial contribution to 
the industrialisation of the Netherlands (Grootte, 1995; Schot and Rip, 2003). 
Before the railways, the Netherlands already had quite an extensive waterway 
infrastructure, but the rail connections improved travel time tremendously, for 
example, travel from Amsterdam to Groningen improved from 48 hours to 5 hours 
in 1868 (Thurkow, 1984). The liberal attitude of the Dutch government, together 
with the improved infrastructure, resulted in a change in entrepreneurial spirit. In 
the period prior to 1860, entrepreneurs would react to decreasing profit margins 
with defensive methods such as cutting back activities, instead of changing over to 
cost saving innovations. After the 1860s the entrepreneurs responded with much 
more aggressive strategies, such as investing in labour-saving technology to 
strengthen their market share and competitive position (Smits et al., 1999). 
Although the Dutch industrial revolution did not really take off before 1850, in the 
period prior to this some textile factories were already present. These factories 
faced tough competition from their English counterparts, one of the reasons for the 
delayed start of the Dutch industrial revolution. These textile factories were the 
first actors in the transition phase from manual labour to the mechanization of 
production. After this first step in the mechanization process, the iron, tobacco, and 
shoe industries followed. For the Netherlands, the industrial revolution was 
primarily a the step towards the mechanized production of goods (Brugmans, 1961 
and Everwijn, 1912).  
The answers as to why the Netherlands was so late in industrialization in 
comparison with its neighbouring countries are twofold, as dicussed in Section 
3.1.1. It was either the economic circumstances or the lack of entrepreneurship - an 
absence of courage to invest in new forms of industry (Atzema and Wever, 1994). 
Stuijvenberg (1967) described this as follows: after the crises of 1813, a feeling of 
languidness was dominant in the Netherlands which hindered the re-orientation of 
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the economic life and industry. The prevailing thought was that the Netherlands 
was predestined to remain a trading country. Because of the lack of ores and coals, 
the development of mechanisation started late, and further the British trade 
embargo did not allow the export of steam engines until 1843. Furthermore, 
through a lack of purchasing power and a small domestic market, there was hardly 
any domestic demand for industrial mass production, and since there was no export 
opportunities for the Dutch traditional products there was a late start to 
mechanization. The most important cause, for the late industrialization appears to 
be certain unfavourable costs factors: the absence of coal mining and a competitive 
engineering industry; relatively high transportation costs; the prices of coal, and 
steam engines and raw material were higher than elsewhere; alongside the major 
influence of expensive labour costs and low productivity. This had an even 
stronger influence in the Dutch inland provinces since the transportation system 
was extremely underdeveloped. Consequently, entrepreneurs were not only 
unwilling but also unable to switch to the newly mechanized production 
techniques. Modern industry was late to develop because the cost structure was 
unfavourable to change and, as a result, traditional production techniques remained 
competitive here for a longer time. Once changes in infrastructure and a rise in 
wage levels occurred after 1855, entrepreneurs quickly adopted the new 
techniques. The relationship between firm size and the possibility of using steam 
engines must be stressed since the use of steam engines was only profitable if the 
scale of production was sufficiently large (Van Zanden, 1989). Since the 
Netherlands was a country of mainly small businesses, this could be another 
explanation for the slow start to industrialization (Brugmans, 1970; Atzema and 
Wever, 1994).  
From the Dutch historical national accounts, Smits et al. (1999) argue the 
following: that the impression is that until 1860 the increase of productivity was 
minimal, with even a small decline in the period 1840 - 1865. From the 1860s 
onwards, a continuous growth in labour-productivity took place in Dutch industry. 
The pattern of private consumption by households changed essentially from a focus 
primarily on foodstuffs to more luxury products such as clothing and household 
wares. This was possible because of the strong increase in the share of wages in the 
gross domestic product (GDP). The Dutch national accounts indicate that important 
structural changes occurred in the 1860s and 1870s, which agree with the views of 
Brugmans (1961, 1970). However, when the process of economic modernization is 
defined in Rostowianic terms, with a strong emphasis on the rise of large industrial 
companies and the significance of investments, the ‘takeoff’ in the Netherlands is 
indeed not until 1895 as described by De Jonge (1968). Table 3.1 shows the sectors 
that were prominent from the period 1849 – 1909. In 1849 the sectors that focused 
on ‘consumption’ such as foodstuffs and textiles (I and II) were leading. Between 
1889 and 1909 a strong increase in the number of workers appeared in the more 
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capital-intensive sectors such as the metal industry and sectors that were using new 
technologies (V and VI) (De Jonge, 1968; Atzema and Wever, 1994).  
 
Table 3.1 Percentage of workers employed in the industrial sectors  
 

Employment to sector (%) Growth of sector (%)  
 1849 1889 1909 1849/1889 1889/1909 

I Foodstuffs, tobacco and 
spirits 

11 15 16 22 19 

II Textile, clothing, shoes and 
leather 

42 29 25 8 15 

III Wood working  9 12 10 17 7 

IV Construction 22 27 25 35 22 

V Metal and engineering 11 12 15 12 22 

VI Paper, chemicals, printing, 
services 

3 4 5 7 9 

VII Other 2 1 3 -1 6 

Total 100 100 99 101 100 

Source: De Jonge (1968, pp. 228-229) 
 
In Figure 3.2, by contrast, it can be seen that the annual share of GDP by sector 
seems much more constant over time. From the 1870s onwards the share of 
agriculture declines, with an increase in the shares of both industry and services. 
From this figure it can be seen that services, here including trade, did already 
contribute a large share of the annual Dutch GDP from the early 19th century.  
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Figure 3.2: GDP per sector as a percentage of annual GDP in the Netherlands 
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3.1.3  Second industrial revolution or modern capitalism 
 
The transition to a more ‘modern’ economy in the Netherlands accelerated after the 
Second World War. Brugmans (1961) refers to this period as the second industrial 
revolution in the Netherlands. In this second revolution, the introduction of new 
energy sources such as natural gas and electricity took place, and this led to many 
new products. The key techniques changed from the 19th century cluster of steam 
engines, railways and the use of iron, to the 20th century with electricity, the 
internal combustion engine and its use in new modes of transport such as cars and 
airplanes, new communication techniques (telephone and radio) and synthetic 
chemicals (Schot and Rip, 2003). As Van Gerwen and Seegers (2003) describe it, 
the second half of the 19th century did not see a decrease in the importance of crafts 
industry. The end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, were 
characterized by the relative decline of the crafts industry and the rise and growth 
of medium-sized mechanized firms. This process was accelerated by the 
institutional innovations described earlier (Brugmans, 1970; Van Gerwen and 
Seegers, 2003). 
The stagnation of the Dutch economy in the 1930s was mainly the result of 
structural factors. The Netherlands was still primarily an agricultural country - a 
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large portion of the exports was foodstuffs - and the service sector was relatively 
backward. The severeness and length of the 1930s depression was caused by the 
collapse of the agricultural market and by the dependence on international trade, 
given that the Dutch economy was small and open (Van Zanden, 1989). The 
process of industrialization in the Netherlands from 1895 onwards,  interrupted by 
two World Wars and a world depression, continued to slowly but progressive. This 
process of industrialization caused drastic changes in the economic structure, with 
more emphasis on the industrial and service sectors. Especially after the Second 
World War, a more equal distribution of the sectoral structure within the different 
regions of the Netherlands took place. Importantly, alongside mechanisation, also 
economies of scale were introduced, and the average size of firms increased. 
Furthermore, the Dutch government became increasingly important and became a 
large employer, taking up more of the national means every year (De Vries, 1977). 
From Table 3.2 it can be clearly seen that services and industry, as well as the 
government, have become more important in the labour market since the beginning 
of the 20th century. The primary sector, agriculture and fisheries, shows a steady 
decrease in the share of the Dutch labour force. This change in structure is mainly a 
continuation of the growth that started in the period 1850-1895, as described in 
earlier sections together with an increase in the GDP (except for the periods of the 
world wars and the world depression) (De Vries, 1977). The modern economic 
growth is associated with a systematic increase in capital intensity, the rise of 
urbanization, mobility of production factors between sectors and regions, as well as 
changes in the average size and organizational structure of firms (Van Gerwen and 
Seegers, 2003). 
 
Table 3.2: The Dutch labour force since 1899 per sector in percentages of total workforce. 
 
 Primary sector Industry Government Services 
1899 30.8 31.1 0.5 35.8 
1909 28.4 32.0 0.7 37.9 
1920 23.5 34.5 1.2 39.7 
1930 20.6 35.5 1.0 41.8 
1947 19.3 35.9 1.0 42.4 
1960 10.7 41.2 1.2 44.6 
1975 6.4 33.0 0.9 59.5 
Source: De Vries (1977). Note: in 1960 and 1975 the government did absorb a larger percentage of 
employment, but due to the used data this cannot be seen in this table 
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3.2 Development of trade and industry by sectors and size 
 
In this section the development of various sectors in industry and trade (and later 
also in services) in the Netherlands from the early 19th century up to the present is 
discussed. Van der Werf (1989) writes in his dissertation: “The development of 
regions can be imagined as an accumulation of several layers, as a layered development or 
evolution. The geography of production can be seen as the basis of the spatial economic 
pattern, but also vice versa. The historical process where geographical variations from the 
past influence the social organization of the present, that by itself will influence the 
geographical variation of the future” (pp.6). From this quote the relevance of the 
analysis speaks for itself.  Furthermore, since it is impossible to follow a cohort of 
old firms over time (see Chapter 2), such an exercise might add to the explanation 
of the sectoral distribution of the ‘old survivors’ in 2000. With the description of 
the developments in industry and trade, the different data sources and their 
problems are also discussed. 

3.2.1  Data from the 19th century 
  
In investigating historical data of firms in the Netherlands, several sources are 
found. These are very diverse in nature. According to the Dutch bureau of statistics 
(CBS, 1902), the first contribution to official statistics in the Netherlands was the 
report from Baron D’Alphonse authorized by the French government, in 1813. The 
Baron undertook an extended inspection and wrote a report about the state of the 
(crafts-) industry in seven Dutch departments (Geudeker, 1931). Given that this 
report does not cover the entire area now known as the Netherlands, this data is not 
used in this study. Van Gerwen and Seeger (2003) in their research on 
industrialization and larger companies (adding to the debate on the start of the 
industrial revolution in the Netherlands) give a good overview of the available data 
sources and the usefulness (or sometimes uselessness) of these sources in this 
period. According to them, the sources that give insight into the industry of the 
Netherlands in the 19th century are:  

1) Statistics of Dutch industry in the first half of the 19th century, 1820 
(Brugmans, 1956).  

2)  The state of the Dutch factories according to the reports of the 
municipalities (1859) and  

3) Statistics of the factories and craft manufacturers in the Netherlands (1874).  
The major problem with all three sources is that the results are given in absolute 
numbers of factories, with every different kind of factory being mentioned 
separately for each province. However, by categorizing this data, it can be used to 
give an indication of the ‘magnitude’ of certain industries despite the fact that the 
impact of an industry could be much better analysed by the number of employees 
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and by also incorperating smaller firms. However, due to the nature of the 19th 
century data, this is not possible (Van Gerwen and Seegers, 2003).  
The 1820 source was an inquiry by the Dutch ministry of agriculture, industry and 
trade into the state of Dutch factories at the end of 1819. The result is two heavy 
volumes where the collection of tables of provincial lists were combined, such that 
for each industrial sector the number of firms per province was indicated. Also the 
provinces from areas that are now Belgium are described. Unfortunately, for the 
province of Noord Holland, several kinds of factories are missing. According to the 
figures in the books of 1820, there were no wallpaper makers, bookbinders, turning 
shops, or bakeries in Noord Holland in 1820. This seems unlikely, so it is assumed 
that the data for the province of Noord Holland is incomplete. From the inquiry of 
1820, the main conclusion is that the population of firms under investigation are 
mainly small businesses (Brugmans, 1956; Damsma et al., 1979).  
The inquiry of 1820 was followed by an inquiry in 1843. However, for this year, no 
tables were found for the separate provinces since the approach of the inquiry was 
very different (Brugmans, 1956; Damsma et al., 1979). In 1853, a renewed attempt 
was made to get more information about the state of Dutch industry based on the 
municipalities. This database gives just the total number of factories per province, 
and not divided by sector. Thus an overall impression of industry in the 
Netherlands in 1853 is not found (Geudeker, 1931). The major findings of this 
particular source can be seen in Table 3.3 below. 
 
Table 3.3: Number of factories as found in the statistics from 1853, 1859 and 1874 
 

 1853 1859 1874 
Groningen 1115 2545 4465 
Fryslân 1208 2392 3993 
Drenthe 298 348 637 
Overijssel 533 700 959 
Gelderland 1287 980 3132 
Utrecht 287 275 400 
Noord-Holland 1942 2738 3769 
Zuid-Holland 2135 2460 3988 
Zeeland 533 434 789 
Noord-Brabant 1509 5299 9614 
Limburg 707 1246 1894 
Total 11554 19417 33640 
Source: Nederlandsche Maatschappij ter bevordering van nijverheid (1959) and Geudeker (1931) 
 
More elaborate statistics of industry were published in 1859 by the Dutch Society 
of Industry in Haarlem, based on the lists from the municipalities. These lists 
contain the largest factories, the number of steam engines and the number of 
employees in their domain in 1857. This report is also not perfect, and for several 
municipalities the data is very incomplete. From this same source a description of 

  61 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

the state of factories and the crafts industry was published in 1874, again with the 
same disadvantages (CBS, 1902). In 1874 a new attempt was made, in which the 
arrangements of statistics from 1858 were copied, so the 1874 edition is only 
different in size, and not very much in content. Moreover, in this survey the 
diversity of the industry is missing. ‘Comparable’ results from these three sources 
can be found in Table 3.3 (Geudeker, 1931 and Nederlandsche maatschappij ter 
bevordering van nijverheid, 1859). From the 1859 statistics, the most dominant 
industries in the provinces can be seen (see Section 3.2.3).  
Van Gerwen and Seegers (2003) highlight the importance of the 
‘Nijverheidsenquete’ (industry survey) compiled by Struve and Bekaar in 1888-
1890. This was a survey by a governmental commission, considering the child 
labour law and the state of factories and workshops, which has not so far been used 
very much in economic-historic research (Reudink, 1995). This source is very 
detailed but, only contains industrial factories with more than ten employees and/or 
with the use of power engines. Further, the province of Limburg is missing. For 
this reason, this particular survey only included 3339 factories in the Netherlands, 
with is many fewer than in Table 3.3, which also includes small businesses and the 
crafts industry (Geudeker, 1931; Reudink, 1995). Unfortunately, the Struve and 
Bekaar survey did not consider the small and medium sized firms, which in those 
days, as at present were numerically the most dominant (Van Gerwen and Seegers, 
2003). Small firms, both in industry and in services, have the flexibility and 
specialization possibilities to create a ‘niche’ and, by this, eliminate direct 
competition (Van Gerwen and Seegers, 2003). 

3.2.2  Data from the 20th century 
 
For the 20th century, various sources are available from which to gain insights into 
the spatial and historical distribution of firms and sectors in the Netherlands. The 
earliest is Everwijn’s economic historical atlas (1912) which gives a very detailed 
description of the kinds of firms and factories in the Netherlands in two volumes 
and an atlas which indicates the sectors with the highest numbers of employees 
regionally distributed. The maps compare the situations in 1858, 1874 and 1906. 
Other good sources for the 20th century are the four general industry censuses in the 
Netherlands. The first census was in 1930, the second in 1950, the third in 1963 
and the fourth in 1978. 
The Dutch censuses of industry are executed by the Dutch bureau of statistics 
(CBS) and, even though the four censuses are were completed by the same 
institute, the methods, definitions and the presentation of the results are quite 
divergent among the four. The Netherlands was late in introducing its first industry 
census in 1930. In Austria, for example, the first census was already done in 1841. 
The main reason for delaying the census in the Netherlands was the poor state of 
the Dutch government’s financial situation (Atsma, 1999). However, the Dutch 
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bureau of statistics was persistent in its attempt to get sufficient funding for such a 
census, since they argued that there was a need for reliable data about the economic 
situation and the development of business. With the first census in 1930, the main 
goal was to demonstrate the structure of business by type and economic activity, 
the regional dispersion, and the mutual coherence of the economic activities 
(Atsma, 1999) The censuses of 1950, 1963 and 1978 had an additional aim: to 
bring the general firm register up-to-date (Atsma, 1999).  
In the first census primarily the industry sector was investigated, but later this 
expanded to cover all firms, including other sectors. Furthermore, the goal was to 
have a census of industry every ten years, but this failed. Classifications changed 
over the course of time, and especially the mutations in sector classification affect 
the comparability of the censuses. The classification needed to be updated in order 
to be combined with economic statistics and new international arrangements 
(Atsma, 1999). Fortunately, in the census of 1950, comparisons with 1930 are 
included, and in the censuses of 1963 and 1978 recoding schemes to earlier 
versions have been appended (CBS, 1950; 1963 and 1978). Another source is 
concern are the variations in regional classifications. In the census of 1930, the 
regional classification was based on economic-geographical areas, while later 
municipalities and provinces where used. Municipalities, unfortunately, have been 
subjected to many realignments which makes comparison of the results of different 
censuses on the municipality level very difficult. This is the main reason for the 
analyses in the following sections being at the provincial level, since this is a level 
that did not change. All this leads to the conclusion that only rough comparisons 
are possible between the censuses. The comparisons become more valid when 
studied at a less detailed level (Atsma, 1999; CBS, 1930 and 1978).  

3.2.3  Analysis over time  
 
Some economic historians provide descriptions of industrial development and 
where specific kinds of industry can be found. For example, Kooij (1988) finds that 
from the Golden Age onwards, specific specialities or products were regionally 
distributed in either towns or regions. Example region-specific products were 
potato flour and strawboard in Groningen; cottons in Overijssel; shoe, leather and 
wool production in Noord Brabant; butter in Fryslân; and fruit preserves in 
Gelderland and Limburg. Kooij concludes that the economy up to 1860 mainly had 
traditional, region-oriented handicraft industries. Next, it is investigated whether or 
not this continued after the industrial revolution. 
As the group of old firms originates from the period prior to the industrial 
revolution, it is interesting to see how industry was distributed over the different 
manufacturing groups over the entire period under investigation. In Table 3.4, the 
shares of the different manufacturing groups in percentages of industry (total 
industry = 100) are shown. We have to take into consideration that in the data 
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sources from 1820 up to 1890, industry was the only sector studied, while from 
1930 onwards industry was studied alongside to other sectors such as agriculture 
and services. Furthermore, for the sake of consistency, the manufacturing groups as 
classified in the survey of 1820 have been used over the entire period. This has 
meant that several categories have had to be recategorized from the data to fit the 
1820 classification. For 1858 and 1890, the classifications were very similar but, 
from 1930 onwards, the recategorization has had to be done using indications given 
by the CBS (1930, 1950, 1963 and 1978). The data for 2001 is from REACH-
database (see Chapter 2), where the BIK coding was used, The BIK code is very 
close to the thus classification of 1978 and was recategorized by the same means. It 
is important to realise that Table 3.4 is not a reflection of employment percentages. 
The average firm size and the average number of employees per firm differs widely 
in each period and each sector. The percentages only indicate the percentages in 
numbers of firms. 
From Table 3.4 the development of manufacturing groups within the industrial 
sector can be followed. In 1820, the largest manufacturing group (by percentage of 
number of firms and / or factories) was ‘foodstuffs & beverages’, followed by 
‘wood, strawworks & cork’ and ‘manufacturing of textiles’. The first group 
remained important up to 1978, while the other two groups declined quite strongly 
at the beginning of the 20th century. ‘Foodstuffs & beverages’ remained a large 
group, probably since there was a high input from agriculture, and the processes in 
this group could ‘easily’ be adapted to mechanization. While this latter argument 
should also be true for ‘wood, strawworks & cork’ and ‘textile manufacturing’, 
these products might well have been relocated to ‘cheap-labour countries’ at an 
earlier time. 
In this table, the enormous growth in the share of ‘construction’ is striking. This is 
not just because of a growth in the need for construction, but also because of the 
way the data were collected. Up to 1930, only large firms and factories were 
included in the surveys, and especially in the earlier period, ‘construction’ was a 
typical family business and would generally be too small to be included in these 
specific databases. Also ‘bookprinting, lithography & photography’ saw an 
extensive growth in its share. This could be expected, especially in the 20th century, 
since in that period the Netherlands made the change towards a service-oriented 
economy. 
Clearly, it can be seen that the manufacturing of steam engines increased during the 
industrial revolution, reaching a maximum in 1930. Later this manufacturing group 
declines, however, it seems to have maintained a steady share. ‘Shipbuilding & 
other vehicles’ demonstrates an oscillating course in Table 3.4, this is probably 
caused by the created category of shipbuilding combined with the manufacturing of 
other vehicles. Nevertheless, it can be seen that ‘shipbuilding & other vehicles’ has 
had a persistent share of Dutch industry. 
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Table 3.4: Percentages of firms per sector in the period 1820-2001 
 

Percentage of firms in manufacturing groups  
 1820 1858 1890 1930 1950 1963 1978 2001 
Ceramics, glass, lime & 

stone 
1.3 1.8 11.6 1.4 1.5 1.8 2.6 1.7 

Diamond & other 
gemstones 

0.03 4.7 - 0.01 0.6 - - - 

Book printing, 
lithography & 
photography 

0.8 1.3 7.3 1.9 2.1 2.5 7.0 7.4 

Construction 6.5 0.7 2.0 18.5 31.9 33.9 41.6 54.4 
Quarrying  - 3.4 - 0.3 0.2 - 0.2 - 
Chemical industry 4.7 5.6 2.0 1.1 0.8 0.9 1.4 1.3 
Wood, straw works & 

cork 
14.2 9.6 10.0 7.9 1.9 5.3 3.3 1.8 

Clothing & (dry) 
cleaners 

8.6 7.9 7.0 9.7 17.9 11.1 2.8 1.6 

Crafts - - 0.3 0.3 - 0.2 - - 
Leather, oilcloth & 

caoutchouc (rubber) 
11.7 5.3 1.2 5.7 1.1 0.8 2.2 1.6 

Bog ore, coals & peat 
extraction (mining) 

4.5 - 1.0 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.5 

Metal construction  10.0 7.7 6.0 7.1 6.2 7.1 9.1 6.5 
Paper 0.6 1.4 2.1 0.9 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.5 
Shipbuilding & vehicles 1.0 8.3 2.5 2.1 9.8 11.4 2.8 2.6 
Steam- & other engines - 0.1 4.1 7.9 1.5 2.1 4.0 4.2 
Manufacture of textile 10.4 8.4 12.7 2.1 1.4 1.0 1.8 1.2 
Lightning, oil, varnish & 

fat 
- 4.3 4.4 - - - - - 

Gas, electricity & water 2.8 1.1 - 0.4 0.8 1.9 0.5 0.5 
Foodstuffs & beverages 22.8 25.9 25.8 30.1 15.4 12.3 12.4 4.2 
(Electric) machinery & 

apparatus 
- 0.6 - - 0.4 1.6 1.6 1.7 

Clocks & instruments - 0.8 - - 3.0 0.2 1.2 2.0 
Furniture - 0.9 - - 2.7 1.7 3.3 6.4 
Other 0.3 0.1 - 1.6 0.2 3.6 0.5 - 
Totals N= 

50925 
N= 

11566 
N= 

3339 
N= 

130207 
N= 

150756 
N= 

127967 
N= 

68837 
 N= 

199838 
Source: Struve and Bekaar, 1890; Department binnenlandsche zaken, (1859); Geudeker (1931); 
Brugmans (1956); CBS (1930, 1950, 1963, 1978); REACH (2001). For the survey of 1888/1890 the 
province of Limburg is missing. The comparison is not perfect since the survey from 1888/1890 gives 
only 9% of the total industry, since only larger companies and factories were taken into consideration. 
Furthermore, in the censuses of 1963 and 1978 other classifications were used and, for this table, 
those are transferred to the categories used here using the guidelines of the Dutch Bureau of Statistics. 
In 1820 some firms in Noord Holland are also missing, the 1858 survey only indicates ‘factories’ and 
so in this year no mining is present 
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In Table 3.5, the provincial division of the labour force in manufacturing industry 
in percentages can be seen from 1889 up to 1978. This table shows that the 
provinces of Noord and Zuid Holland were throughhout this period, the regions 
with the most employment, which could be expected given high urbanization rate 
in these provinces. As could be seen earlier in Section 3.1.1, these were always the 
regions with the highest dynamics (Van Zanden, 2002), and this did not change 
during the 20th century. 
 
Table 3.5: Labour force in manufacturing industry per province, in the period 1889-1978 
 

Labour force in manufacturing in percentages                        
 1889 1930 1963 1978 
Groningen 5.8 4.5 4.0 3.3 
Fryslân 7.2 3.6 3.3 3.3 
Drenthe 2.9 1.8 2.1 2.3 
Overijssel 7.0 7.1 7.0 6.6 
Gelderland 11.0 8.9 9.9 10.4 
Utrecht 4.8 5.0 5.6 6.3 
Noord Holland 18.0 22.3 19.8 17.9 
Zuid Holland 20.4 26.9 25.5 22.8 
Zeeland 4.5 2.4 2.0 2.3 
Noord Brabant 12.9 10.9 13.1 17.6 
Limburg 5.5 6.7 7.7 7.1 
Total in absolute numbers 1660137 1875238 3418085 3189959 
Source: Fisher et.al (1994, pp.79) 
 
From the figures in Table 3.5 it can be seen that the peripheral provinces, 
Groningen, Fryslân, Drenthe, Zeeland and Limburg experienced a decrease in their 
share of labour force, in favour of the provinces of Noord and Zuid Holland, as 
well as a very strong increase in Noord Brabant. After the Second World War, a 
decrease in the labour force is shown for Noord and Zuid Holland, which indicates 
the start of industrial deconcentration (compare Pellenbarg, 1985). Pellenbarg 
(1985) finds that, after 1950, industrial employment was no longer largely 
concentrated in the west of the Netherlands but spread over the other provinces. 
From 1950 to 1970 the industrial employment in the west decreased from 50 to less 
then 40 % with a growth seen in Drenthe, Gelderland, Utrecht, Zeeland and Noord 
Brabant. 
The distribution of firms up to 1930, as described by Scheffer (1942), is very much 
in the same proportions as the distribution of employees, and the same tendency 
can still be found (compare Table 3.2.). Table 3.6 indicates that industry was 
already the most important sector in the Netherlands in 1899 and continued to grow 
in the decades that followed, and consequently there was a decline in  agriculture. 
This growth of industry in number of firms continued up to 1963, after which the 
industry started to decrease on account of the changing economic structure, with 
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the Netherlands becomming a service-oriented economy. This can be seen by the 
substantial growth in the shares of ‘trade & transport ‘ and ‘other’ in Table 3.6. The 
figures for the changes in labour force (Table 3.2) demonstrate the same trend. This 
trend has been described by Pellenbarg et al. (1987) as the de-industrialisation of 
the Netherlands. 
 
Table 3.6: Percentage of firms in four sectors from 1899 to 2001 
 

Percentage of firms in four sectors   
 1899 1909 1920 1930 1950 1963 1978 2001 
Agriculture 29.6 27.3 22.9 20.1 11.4 - 1.2 0.7 
Industry 33.8 35.2 37.8 38.8 24.9 32.3 20.3 27.5 
Trade & 
transport 

16.8 18.4 19.6 21.8 51.2 49.2 47.8 44.1 

Other 19.8 19.1 19.8 19.3 11.9 18.5 26.3 27.7 
Source: Scheffer (1942); CBS (1930, 1950, 1963, 1978); Atsma (1999); Statline (2002). The censuses 
of 1963 and 1978 use different categories and for this table the categories are converted to the 
categories used up to 1950, by the guidelines of the Dutch Bureau of Statistics. The censuses of 1950 
and 1963 had different sector classifications and did not take in to consideration the primary sector 
(1963) and not all of the sectors (both censuses), which might cause deviances in the data. Further, the 
inclusion of construction in the industry sector up to 1930, whereas from 1950 onwards construction 
was a category of its own, is not indicated in this table 
 
The three tables in this section indicate that even after the industrial revolution the 
Netherlands had regionally distributed industries. A clear change in important 
manufacturing groups was found: a shift towards a more mechanized industry. 
Furthermore, a change in regionally distribution of the labour force occurred, as 
well as a decrease in the importance of industry in favour of services. Nevertheless, 
it can be concluded that in the period after the industrial revolution regionally 
distributed industries were still found. This is further investigated in Section 3.3.  

3.3  Spatial distribution of industry 
 
However interesting the figures in Tables 3.4, 3.5 and 3.6 might be, for the study of 
old firms in the Netherlands it is more important to find out where the different 
manufacturing groups were before the Dutch industrial revolution, and how this 
developed within the Netherlands, at the provincial level, over the course of time. 
This will be done by a series of maps from 1820 toll 2001. To get a more general 
impression of the Dutch economy, from 1930 onwards the development of the 
service sector and trade are also incorporated. For earlier times, data on these 
sectors are not available. As can be seen in Chapter 2, Table 2.2 and 2.3, the 
survivors are very much in the so-called ‘old-fashioned businesses’ that can be 
traced down to the manufacturing groups described earlier. Furthermore, also some 
of the ‘oldies’ are in services and trade. Unfortunately, due to lack of data, these 
sectors can only be represented in the maps from 1930 onwards.  
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In the maps of before 1930, only the industrial sector is represented in the three 
highest shares (in percentages of numbers of firms or factories) of manufacturing 
groups. From 1930 onwards, the main sector (industry, services, trade, etc.) is 
given as well as the most common manufacturing-groups within industry, so as to 
make comparison with earlier maps possible. For Figures 3.3 to 3.12 the 
percentages are based on the absolute numbers of firms or factories (depending on 
the source) except for the figures of 1874 and 1906-1912, which are based on 
descriptive sources. Figures 3.8 to 3.12 are based on the censuses of industry and 
on absolute numbers of establishments. For Figures 3.3 to 3.12, on the following 
pages, all the manufacturing groups have been recategorized back to the 
classification system as used in Table 2.3 and Table 3.6, to allow easier 
comparison. In the legend, all manufacturing groups that are of importance 
somewhere in the Netherlands are included but this does not imply that all these 
groups are necessarily present in all provinces. 
The earliest data found on the industry in the Netherlands are represented in Figure 
3.3 ‘Foodstuffs & beverages’ was, in all provinces, the most dominant 
manufacturing group in 1820, as described in Section 3.1. In 1820, agriculture was 
still very important and contributed large inputs to the foodstuffs & beverages 
manufacturing sector. Firms in this group include for example factories for 
chocolate, cigars, flour and biscuits, and also distilleries and breweries. As Kooij 
(1988) described, most industry in those days were craft industries in small firms.  
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Figure 3.3: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province, based on absolute number 
of firms and factories in 1820. Numbers for Noord-Holland are slightly less reliable because of data 
errors 
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Source: Brugman (1956) and Damsma et al. (1979) 
 
The statistics of 1820 only take into account the larger firms and factories, however 
a reflection of the crafts industry can also be seen in these groups. Alongside 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’, ‘wood, straw works & cork’ is an important 
manufacturing group. This group is of importance in all provinces except for 
Noord Holland, Noord Brabant and Limburg. This manufacturing group includes 
‘factories’ such as woodturning shops, stavemakeries and woodcarvers. A third 
important manufacturing group in 1820 was ‘textile’. The non-mechanized textile 
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manufactures are, for instance hair spinning mills, yarn twineries, thread weaving 
and knitting factories. Textiles are mostly found in the provinces of Overijssel, 
Noord Brabant and Limburg, due to the cheap labour in these areas (Brugmans, 
1956). 
 
Figure 3.4: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province, based on absolute number 
of firms and factories in 1858. Reclassification to 1820 categories 
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Source: Departement Binnenlandse zaken (1858) 
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In Figure 3.4, of 1858, again ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ (now including sugar 
refineries) is an important manufacturing group all over the Netherlands given the 
continuous input from agriculture. In the ‘Wood, straw works & cork’ 
manufacturing group, the same kind of work was done as in 1820, and again all 
over the Netherlands. In the North of the Netherlands, ‘shipbuilding & other 
vehicles’ became of much greater importance than in 1820. In Noord Brabant and 
Overijssel, textile manufacturing (now represented by cotton factories) is replaced 
as the dominant sector, by the manufacture of ‘clothing & (dry) cleaning’ (e.g. 
shoemakers, corsets and hats). Also ‘metal construction’ is mentioned in many 
more provinces in 1858 than in 1820. Perhaps this shift to metal construction could 
be seen as the first step towards mechanization, although the data does not reveal 
much about the production methods in these firms and factories. Examples of firms 
in ‘metal construction’ are hooperies, iron foundries, hammer, scales and iron 
works. In the manufacturing of ships and other vehicles group, shipyards are the 
most mentioned, not surprisingly found in coastal provinces given that these 
provinces already had extensive waterways necessary for shipyards (Departement 
Binnenlandsche zaken, 1859; Thurkow et al, 1984).  
In  1874, ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ are still of major importance but, as Figure 3.5 
indicates, no longer in the top three of manufactruing groups in all provinces. The 
data of 1874 are mainly descriptive, and do not describe ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ 
to be of major importance in all provinces. However, in Figure 3.6 of 1888-1890, 
this manufacturing groups is again among the most important in all provinces, and 
it seems likely that this category would have been important in all provinces in 
1874 as well. The kind of factory most mentioned under ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ 
in 1874 are root beet sugar factories, breweries and cigar manufacturers. It is 
interesting to see that the ‘ceramics, glass, lime & stone’ group is much more 
important in 1874 than in all the previous years. Examples of firms in this group 
are: pipemanufactures and tile & pottery factories. New are the manufacturing 
groups of the chemical industry in Zeeland (the madder industry) and the paper 
industry in Gelderland located near rivers since this industry needs clean water 
(Geudeker, 1931; Pellenbarg et al, 1987). 
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Figure 3.5: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province, based on descriptive 
information of different factories in 1874. Reclassification to 1820 categories  
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Source: Geudeker (1931) 
 
Figure 3.6 below, is constructed on the basis of the Struve and Bekaar survey of 
firms and factories with more than ten employees and/or that use power engines. 
The fact that steam engines are mentioned as a selection tool in this particular 
survey indicates that the era of mechanization has clearly arrived. This survey 
covers only 9% of the Dutch firm population in 1888-1890. Nevertheless, Figure 
3.6  does not show strong deviations from the earlier series.  
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Figure 3.6: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province in 1888 – 1890 based on the 
absolute number of firms and factories with more than 10 employees and/or a power engine. No data 
for the province of Limburg. Reclassification to 1820 categories  
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Source: Struve and Bekaar (1890) 
 
Again ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ are important all over the Netherlands. ‘Wood, 
straw works & cork’ is also a major group, except in the southeast part of the 
country. ‘Textile manufacturing’ is still found in Overijssel and Noord-Brabant. 
The major difference with the earlier maps is that the group of ‘ceramics, glass, 
lime & stone’ is now also found in the provinces of Utrecht, and Noord and Zuid 
Holland. The importance of this group can be better understood by knowing that 
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Struve and Bekaar also included ‘diamonds & gemstones’ manufacturing in this 
category. Diamond setting and gold & silver jewellery were also present in these 
provinces at earlier times, mainly in the larger cities, although never in such 
quantities that they entered the top three manufacturing groups. Together with the 
ceramics group, this category has increased in importance by this year. The 
transition to steam engines in the Nethelands did not only lead to larger factories, 
but also to the modernising of smaller workshops and firms (Lintsen, 1995). Since 
the Stuve and Bekaar survey only investigated larger firms and factories, a large 
portion of the Dutch industry at that time was effectively overlooked. 
The major differences between 1888-1890 and 1906-1912 (Figure 3.7) are found in 
the ‘shipbuilding & other vehicles’ manufacturing group. This group did not appear 
on the maps of 1874 and 1888-1890 but is now found to be of importance in the 
provinces of Fryslân, Groningen, and Noord and Zuid Holland. Differences in data 
can be used to explain this. Figure 3.7 is created on the basis of Everwijn’s 
historical atlas (1912) that indicates the most important manufacturing groups by 
numbers of employees present in the Dutch municipalities. Shipbuilding is mainly 
found in coastal provinces. Textile manufacturing is found in Overijssel, 
Gelderland and Noord Brabant, which were also the regions for textile 
manufacturing earlier, since even mechanized, it was still a labour intensive 
product. These provinces offered cheap labour and, together with the 
improvements to the infrastucture in these areas in the supply of resources and 
coal, this was the best location for this kind of industry (Lintsen, 1995). Leather is 
also a labour intensive product and cheap labour was to be found in Noord Brabant. 
Furthermore, the province of Noord Brabant has traditionally been a region of 
cattle farmers, which provided the raw material for this kind of industry. 
‘Foodstuffs & beverages’ is still of major importance in the entire Netherlands. 
‘Ceramics, glass, lime & stone’ is now only found in Groningen and Limburg, 
which can be explained by the presence of clay, either from the Groninger polders 
or the river Maas in Limburg. On the maps of Everwijn, diamond setting becomes 
its own manufacturing group again, and so the ceramics group is no longer found 
in Noord and Zuid Holland in 1906-1912, in contrast with Figure 3.6. 
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Figure 3.7: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province based on the absolute 
number of employees per municipality in the concerned manufacturing groups in the period 1906-
1912. Reclassification to 1820 categories 
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Source: Everwijn (1912). Note: not all manufacturing groups are discussed in Everwijn (1912) 
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Figure 3.8: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province based on the absolute 
number of establishments of firms and factories in 1930. Reclassification to 1820 categories 
 

0 10 50 km

foodstuffs & beverages
wood/straw/cork
mining
textile manufacturing
clothing & dry cleaning
metal construction
shipbuilding & vehicles
ceramics, glass & limestone
construction
printing

most important 
manufacturing groups
less  important 
manufacturing groups

Manufacturing groups
1930

 
Source: CBS (1930) 
 
Figure 3.8 represents the situation of 1930 and is the first map based on a Dutch 
census of industry. This map shows the major manufacturing groups in each 
provice. In the maps that follow information is also provided on other sectors in 
addition to industry. In the census of 1930, besides industry only retail and 
transportation is discussed (CBS, 1930). ‘Construction’ was now the most 
important manufacturing group within industry in all provinces, together with 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’ (with the exceptions of Overijssel and Gelderland). This 
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sudden appearance of the construction group can mainly be explained by changes 
in data collection. In the industry census all firms, even those with none or one 
employee were counted, since the data is processed on the establishment level. In 
the earlier sources, primarily the larger firms and factories were taken into 
consideration and smaller businesses were ignored. Winsemius (1949) found in his 
elaboration of this data that manufacturing based on raw materials from excavating 
was mainly based in the south of the Netherlands, the centre and some smaller 
parts in the northeast of the Netherlands. Wood-straw and cork work was mostly to 
be found in the middle of the Netherlands, close to the rivers. Cheap labour 
industry, such as textiles were found in Noord Brabant and the province of 
Overijssel. Winsemius found, furthermore, that because of the infrastructural 
improvements (rail construction) at the beginning of the 20th century that 
industrialisation had spread more evenly over all the provinces (compare 
Pellenbarg, 1985). 
In Figures 3.9 through 3.12, a different visualisation structure is applied. Now, 
alongside the most important manufacturing groups, also the other sectors (e.g. 
services and trade) are shown. The legend for these maps shows two indicators. On 
the left side are the three most important sectors: the most important at the top and 
decreasing importance downwards. This is indicated in the text as the ‘first level’. 
On the right side, the manufacturing groups appear, corresponding with the groups 
shown in Figures 3.3 through 3.8. These represent the most important 
manufacturing groups within industry, even if industry is not one of the most 
important sectors as given on the left-hand side. This is indicated as the ‘second 
level’ in the text. 
In 1950, the second industrial revolution was already underway in the Netherlands. 
Figure 3.9 below shows, on the first level, the most important sectors. The 1950 
census makes a distinction between the industry, trade, traffic & transportation, 
hotel & catering, and other services sectors (CBS, 1950). Not surprisingly, traffic 
& transportation is in none of the Dutch provinces the most populus. It is 
interesting to see that trade is the most important sector in the so-called ‘Randstad’ 
provinces (Utrecht, and Noord and Zuid Holland) as well as in the province of 
Fryslân. Since the Randstad was always the most ‘forward’ and dynamic region in 
the Netherlands, it is hardly surprising that in this region in which the first step to 
other means of income generation was taken. In all the other provinces the industry 
sector is dominant and, looking at the second level, the distribution of the most 
important manufacturing groups within industry (recategorized to be comparable 
with the groups of 1820), in the Netherlands in 1950 gives a very even image. In all 
provinces, the ‘construction’ manufacturing group has the most establishments, 
followed by ‘clothing & (dry) cleaning’ and ‘foodstuffs & beverages’. Considering 
that 1950 was in the period of reconstruction after the Second World War, the need 
for basic necessities seems hardly surprising.  
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Figure 3.9: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 1950. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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Source: CBS (1950) 
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Figure 3.10: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 1963. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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By 1963, the most important sector (first level) in the Netherlands as a whole is 
trade, as shown in Figure 3.10. Industry is now the second most important sector in 
the Netherlands. In the census of 1963, the studied sectors were industry, trade, 
traffic & transportation, hotel & catering and other services; the same as in 1950. 
The step to a new means of business that, by 1950 had already been made in the 
Randstad now permeated to the more peripheral provinces as well. On the second 
level, the distribution of the industrial manufacturing groups, ‘construction’ is still 
the most important manufacturing group in terms of establishments in all 
provinces, as well as a continuing emphasis on ‘foodstuffs & beverages’. This is 
not surprising, since housing and food are always needed and are a fairly secure 
investment. It is interesting to see the re-emergence of ‘shipbuilding & other 
vehicles’ in Figure 3.10. In 1963, this group also includes, reflecting improved 
technology and prosperity, automobiles. In the coastal provinces and in the vicinity 
of the Rotterdam harbour this group reflects primarily the manufacture of ships. 
The situation in 1978 had not changed very much at first sight. Figure 3.11 
indicates that trade is still the first sector measured in absolute number of 
establishment. The census of 1978 differentiates between the following sectors: 
agriculture & fishing; mining & quarrying; manufacturing (except construction); 
public utilities; construction & installation; trade, hotels, cafes, restaurants & repair 
of consumer goods; and transport, storage & communication, banking, insurance & 
business services; and other services (CBS, 1978). Construction is now considered 
a separate sector, and has become quite important overall. The importance of 
construction was already evident on the previous maps. In 1978, the industry sector 
is no longer the second most important. In the provinces of  Fryslân, Overijssel, 
Gelderland and Noord Brabant industry is still second in rank, but in the provinces 
of Groningen, Drenthe and Noord-Holland construction is larger in terms of 
numbers of establishments. The provinces of Zuid Holland, Zeeland, Utrecht and 
the newcomer Flevoland, have the banking, insurance and business services sector 
as the second most important. Following the line of argument from Figure 3.9, with 
banking now important in the Randstad provinces,  an emergence of this sector can 
be expected on the following map. This indicates a movement from a trade- and 
industry-based economy towards a service-oriented one. In the period around 1978 
the general level of wealth did increase sharply in the Netherlands, making such a 
transfer possible. At the second level, the manufacturing groups, not surprisingly 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’ and ‘construction’ dominate the picture. Only in Zuid 
Holland, does the ‘book printing, lithography & photography’ group (in modern 
terminology the ‘graphics industry’) seem important. Traditionally, this 
manufacturing group has been stronger here, with the Dutch government settling in 
Den Haag attracting the printing industry already early as the 18th and 19th 
centuries (Brugmans, 1970; Everwijn, 1912). 
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Figure 3.11: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 1978. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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Figure 3.12: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 2001. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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Source: REACH / Van Dijk (2001) 
 
The last map in Figure 3.12, gives the most recent picture. The situation in 2001 
does indeed gives an image of a country that is primarily service-oriented. Public 
services and other services are dominant everywhere in number of establishments, 
and there is also a strong presence of trade. Industry is found in the top three 
important sectors in the province of Overijssel, and the construction sector is only 
of major importance in Zeeland. On the second level, again construction leads in 
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all provinces. Surprisingly, ‘foodstuffs & beverages’, for the first time since 1820, 
is no longer among the leading manufacturing groups, probably due to 
delocalisation of production to cheap labour countries (Mariotti, 2004). A strong 
rise in the number of establishments working in ‘metal construction’ is seen in 
Drenthe, Overijssel, Flevoland, Gelderland, Noord-Brabant and Limburg. The 
printing industry (book printing, lithography & photography) is now an important 
manufacturing group not only in Zuid Holland but also in Groningen, Noord-
Holland and Utrecht, linked to a strong public sector. In Fryslân, ‘shipbuilding & 
other vehicles’ is a strong manufacturing group. With the long experience in 
shipbuilding in this province, production has, however, now mostly switched from 
freighters to pleasure yachts, and this sector can be seen as traditionally Frysian. 

3.4 Concluding remarks 
 
The period described in this chapter can be summarized as a period in which the 
Netherlands moved from a crafts industry and trade-based economy at the 
beginning of the 19th century towards a service-oriented economy at the end of the 
20th century, through two periods of industrialization. The first industrial revolution 
from the middle of the 19th century until approximately 1914, can be characterized 
by strong mechanization. The second period of industrialization started after the 
Second World War, and introduced micro-electronics and plastics, after which we 
witness a bending of the economy towards a stronger emphasis on services. 
The development of industry, as described it in this chapter, naturally reflects this 
development path. The crafts industry played an important role before 
mechanization, and was later replaced by mechanized processes in manufacturing. 
Later, this was replaced by services and trade, with the production industry moving 
to cheap labour countries. The most important manufacturing groups in the 
Netherlands are now ‘construction’, ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ and ‘printing’. The 
first two can be seen as providers of basic necessities, and for that reason are 
strongly represented over the entire period of study. It can furthermore, be 
concluded that the Randstad provinces (Utrecht, Noord- and Zuid-Holland) have 
been ‘leading’ regions in respect of moving towards new sectors. This can be most 
clearly seen in the period 1950–1963, as well as in the period 1978-2001. 
Linking these developmente to the group of survivors (see Table 2.2, Table 2.3 and 
Map 2.1 in Chapter 2), explain the sector and manufacturing groups that these 
‘oldies’ are in. From Table 2.3 it is apperent that many of the ‘oldies’ in all 
provinces are establishments in trade, industry and construction, which have been 
the sectors with a long history in the Netherlands. Taking a look at the second level 
(manufacturing groups), the provincial distribution can be traced back to long-
standing manufacturing groups in certain provinces. Many old firms in this 
investigation are still producing goods that have been around for the whole period 
under study, such as shipbuilding, tools & instruments, tiles and traditional 
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foodstuffs. It seems that the ‘oldies ‘ have survived from manufacturing groups 
that were much larger at the founding time of these firms. The manufacturing 
groups ‘construction’ and ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ for example, which are 
represented strongly in the group of survivors, were always present in large 
numbers in the Netherlands and, as argued earlier, ‘safer’ investments than more 
experimental industries. People always need food and housing, and also stimulants 
(tobacco and spirits) seem to have a never-ending demand. The oldies in 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’ do produce the more traditional products, such as gin, 
cigars and sweets. A preliminary conclusion is that these old firms are the survivors 
of groups of manufacturers whose goods were once daily necessities but which, 
over the course of time, have become somewhat obsolete or used only for specific 
purposes. The groups of survivors either had the best competition-position or 
adapted their production processes to modern standards. This created a niche for 
themselves in a market for ‘traditional’ products, perhaps sometimes only still 
existing to for keep alive memories and nostalgia. 
 
 
 
 

 
i In the field of economic history a debate on the exact start of the Dutch industrial 
revolution continues. More information can be found in among others Van Zanden (1989; 
2001), Smits et al. (1999). 




