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INTRODUCTION: REGIONAL CAPITALS

Following our reflection on the population size,
population growth and economic performance of
the largest Dutch cities in the first two issues of
this year’s series of The Netherlands in Maps, our
third map investigates the degree to which Dutch
cities perform important functions for their hinter-
lands. In other words: which cities in the Nether-
lands are recognisable as regional capitals?

This question is easier raised than answered. To
begin, the term ‘regional capital’ is not a well-
defined urban concept. Reflecting on the growth
and performance of a number of ‘regional capitals’
in Europe, Kooij and Pellenbarg (1994) conclude
that regional capitals are towns with more than
100,000 but less than 700,000 inhabitants, that domi-
nate their hinterlands (but simultaneously depend
on cities higher in the urban hierarchy for upper-
level urban functions), with an urban economy with
a high share of non-commercial services, often
being the centre of regional administration, and
possessing a number of well-developed transport
infrastructures.

For our third map, we have selected five varia-
bles to see to what degree Dutch cities function as
‘capitals’ in or for their regions:

� employment: number of jobs per 1,000
residents;

� administrative centre: is the city the capital of
one of the 12 provinces?;

� higher education: does the city include one or more
of the 14 Dutch research universities?;

� justice: does the city include the headquarters
of one of the 11 courts of justice?; and

� culture/leisure: is the city home to one of the
18 premier league (‘Eredivisie’) football clubs
(in season 2015/2016)?

We first selected the municipalities with a popula-
tion number of 100,000 or more (see Van Steen
et al. 2016). From this group of 31 municipalities,

we focused on 16 municipalities where the num-
ber of jobs per 1,000 residents (in 2014) is at least
25 per cent above the national average of 449 jobs
(i.e. 561 jobs per 1,000 residents). These are, in
other words, the cities that are the centre of the
local and regional job market. Next, for the other
four variables, we simply noted if the condition
applies (the specific quadrant is then coloured
black in the accompanying map) or not (the spe-
cific quadrant remains white).

DUTCH REGIONAL CAPITALS

The results of our exercise to identify regional
capitals in the Netherlands might come as a sur-
prise. Only two cities qualify on all five criteria:
the cities of Utrecht (765 jobs per 1,000 residents)
and Groningen (650) are also the capital towns of
their provinces, and include a research university,
the principle seat of justice for their region, and a
football club performing in the top league of
Dutch football. Interestingly enough, the provin-
ces that these two cities govern have been named
after these cities. This is not the case for any of
the other provinces of the Netherlands.

On the other end, the map shows four munici-
palities that are only included in the map because
they meet only one of the five applied conditions
for municipalities with at least 100,000 residents:
they function as a job centre for their region. The
prime example is Haarlemmermeer, the munici-
pality that includes Amsterdam Schiphol Airport
as well as the town of Hoofddorp. This municipal-
ity contains a large number of jobs for many peo-
ple living elsewhere. As a result, the number of
jobs per 1,000 residents is the highest in the coun-
try: 1,076. As already noted in our earlier text
(Van Steen et al. 2016), ‘Haarlemmermeer’ is not
to be interpreted as a city, as the largest town con-
taining only about half of the municipality’s popu-
lation is named differently. The term ‘regional
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capital’ would then seem to be misplaced. The
same is true for the municipality of Westland, near
Rotterdam. Westland, the national core area for
greenhouse horticulture, provides jobs to many
people from the surrounding larger cities, includ-
ing Rotterdam and The Hague.

Municipalities that have a high score on the
labour market condition, and at the same time
show a positive score on 3 of the other conditions,
include Amsterdam, Arnhem, Rotterdam and
Maastricht. It could be argued that Amsterdam
and Rotterdam should not be labelled ‘regional
capitals’, as they are the two most populated
municipalities in the Netherlands and in that
sense dominate the urban hierarchy. Indeed,
Amsterdam is the national capital of the country,
and Rotterdam is without doubt the ‘port capital’
of Europe in terms of the volume of cargo proc-
essed. If we would accept this argumentation, it is
interesting to observe that apart from Utrecht and
Alkmaar, all other ‘true regional capitals’ are
located outside the three Randstad Holland prov-
inces of North Holland, South Holland and
Utrecht, in the less urbanised parts of the country.

A number of cities are not included in this
issue’s map, because they do not meet our selec-
tion criterion of a significant above average num-
ber of jobs per 1,000 residents. Of these ‘missing
cases’, the city of The Hague stands out. The
Hague, seating the national government and sev-
eral international legal institutions, is the third
largest city of the Netherlands in terms of popula-
tion, and shows an above average growth of popu-
lation (cf. Van Steen et al. 2016). The city would
have scored on 3 of the 4 additional criteria for
being a regional capital (provincial capital, court
of justice, premier league football club), but fails
on the decisive criterion of being a regional job
centre, with only 519 jobs per 1,000 residents.

REFLECTION

Our approach to identify regional capitals in The
Netherlands shows a few unexpected outcomes.

Most of these exceptions are to be found in Rand-
stad Holland, the densely built-up and economi-
cally well-developed Western part of the country.
The Randstad, included in 1966 as one of the
‘World Cities’ in Peter Hall’s influential book with
the same title, is not one continuously built up
‘city’, but a polynuclear entity including many
large, medium-sized and smaller cities and towns.
These cities are more often than not located very
close to one or more other cities, and that in itself
explains why most of these cities have not devel-
oped into the economic, cultural, educational and
administrative centre of a larger region. Indeed,
the next urban development is never too far away.
In his analysis of so-called ‘new urban centres’
(NUCs) in The Netherlands, Van der Heijde
(2012) counts not less than 68 NUCs throughout
the country, 37 of which are to be found in the
urban regions of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The
Hague and Utrecht – including some of the
exceptions mentioned above (e.g., Hoofddorp,
Schiphol and Westland). The only real surprise
with this issue’s map is the fact that the municipal-
ity of The Hague provides a relative low number
of jobs to the labour force living in other
municipalities.
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