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Chapter 3 
 
From Randstad to Deltametropolis: 
Changing Attitudes Towards the  
Scattered Metropolis 
 
This chapter was published as: 
  
Lambregts, B. and Zonneveld, W. (2004) From Randstad to Deltametropolis: 
Changing Attitudes Towards the Scattered Metropolis, European Planning Studies, 
Vol. 12, No. 3, pp. 299-323. DOI: 10.1080/0965431042000195056. Copyright © 
2004 Taylor & Francis Ltd. All rights reserved. 
 
It has been slightly edited to fit the format of this book. 
 
Abstract  
Although the Randstad planning concept is primarily known as a concept aiming 
to control urbanization, this article shows that world city ambitions have been 
inherent in the concept right from the beginning and that spatial planning for the 
Randstad over the past 50 years can also be seen as a prolonged attempt to give 
shape to these ambitions. Throughout much of this period it has proved politi-
cally impossible to turn these ambitions into concrete policies, although the re-
cent turn to ‘Deltametropolis’ adds a rather interesting new chapter to this 
history. For the first time since its introduction, local and regional actors have 
themselves taken the initiative to frame and reframe the Randstad concept – by 
Dutch standards quite a remarkable sign of capacity building at the Randstad 
level. By spotlighting this particular dimension of the planning history of the 
Randstad this article touches upon some of the more notorious dilemmas plan-
ners may come across while pursuing world city ambitions for polynuclear urban 
regions.  
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3.1 Introduction1  
 
As a planning concept the Randstad is best known in its capacity as a growth 
management tool. Together with its counterpart the Green Heart it has for sev-
eral decades managed the distribution of people and economic activity both at 
the level of the Netherlands as a whole and at the scale of the Randstad in par-
ticular (Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994; see Figure 3.1 for a general map). A less 
well-known dimension of the planning history of the Randstad concerns the con-
tinuous struggle of planners to come to terms with what may be labelled the 
‘world city ambitions’ which are also inherent to the Randstad concept. While it 
is true that in the international literature the Randstad has indeed been associated 
with ‘world city status’ (e.g. Hall, 1966), and while the change of concept that 
took place at the end of the 1980s (i.e. the Randstad from growth management 
tool to would-be regional economic engine and saviour of the Dutch national 
economy) has been discussed on various occasions (e.g. Dieleman & Musterd, 
1992; Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994; Terhorst & Van der Ven, 1995), the picture 
of the Randstad as a long-winded world city formation project that actually 
started in the 1950s and has still not been finished, has received relatively little 
attention until now.  

Highlighting this particular dimension is all the more interesting given 
the recent increase in interest for metropolitan regionalist projects in Europe and 
the US. There is a growing body of literature – generally collected under the label 
of the ‘new regionalism’ – in which the growing significance of the city-region as 
a locus of social and economic life and political intervention is emphasized (e.g. 
Wannop, 1995; Storper, 1997; Scott, 1998; Keating, 1997, 2001; Lefèvre, 1998; 
Soja, 2000; MacLeod, 2001; Scott et al., 2001; Brenner, 1999). The general idea is 
that ongoing processes of (i) spatial reconstitution of urban form, (ii) global eco-
nomic restructuring, and (iii) neo-liberal state restructuring, have led to a new 
round of metropolitan reform initiatives since the early 1990s (Brenner, 2002). 
With the threats and the opportunities of globalization impinging upon local and 
regional actors in an increasingly direct manner (Scott et al., 2001) and with terri-
torial competitiveness said to hinge upon “a balanced and co-ordinated system of 
relations between all major locational components of a large-scale metropolitan 
agglomeration” (Brenner, 2002) adjacent units of local political organization in 
large city regions are increasingly pressed to engage in region-wide coalition 
building and joint policy-making and to attempt to channel both public and pri-
vate resources into coordinated regional development or world city formation 
strategies. In this article we refer to developments like this as ‘capacity building’.  

As we will show later in this article, recent events in the Randstad are 
highly exemplary for these broader trends and developments observed in the 
literature. However, the aim of broadening the still narrow empirical base under-
lying the new regionalism debate (cf. Lovering, 1999) is only secondary to this 
article. The article’s principle objective is to shed light on a relatively unknown 
thread running through the planning history of the Randstad by showing how 
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Dutch planners and policy-makers over the years have tried to shape the world 
city ambitions for the Randstad. In doing so, it touches upon some of the more 
persistent and troublesome issues inherent in both strategic planning for polynu-
clear urban regions and the deliberate pursuit of world city status, including the 
issue of capacity building and the desired spatial organization of the region. As 
such, the article offers an interesting glimpse behind the Randstad planning 
scenes, especially for those facing similar challenges elsewhere in north-west 
Europe or beyond. The article is structured as follows. Section 3.2 deals with the 
origins of the Randstad concept. It shows that although the original concept 
aimed to keep the deconcentrated character of the Randstad area intact, it was 
already anticipated that this region would nevertheless come to function as a 
world city in the subsequent decades. In section 3.3 we discuss how, after a pe-
riod in which the worrisome socio-economic conditions in the cities attracted 
most of the attention, a new ‘Randstad Metropolis’ discourse emerged in the 
1980s, when the competitive position of the Netherlands in the European and 
global context became a major concern of central government. While initially this 
discourse did not produce very concrete results, it did lay the foundations for the 
rise of the Deltametropolis perspective at the end of the 1990s, the main theme 
of section 3.4. Interestingly, this latest attempt to reframe the Randstad as one of 
the key urban areas on the European continent was initiated by the four largest 
Randstad cities, while all earlier initiatives had originated from the national plan-
ning authorities. Finally, section 3.5 draws conclusions.  

 

 
Figure 3.1 The main spatial structure of the Randstad area 
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3.2  The invention of the Randstad concept: the birth of a Dutch world 
city discourse  

 
An imminent planning crisis  
Even though in the early 1950s the Netherlands was still working hard on post-
war reconstruction, in the west of the country an immense planning crisis was 
arising. There was a rapid population explosion, caused mainly by internal migra-
tion. Every year literally tens of thousands of people were moving to the three 
western provinces (Utrecht, North Holland and South Holland), compelled to 
seek work there following the large-scale mechanization of agriculture. In the 
western provinces the population grew by almost 25% from 1945 to 1960, from 
4.3 to 5.4 million. About 40% of this growth took place in the four largest cities: 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht, with Amsterdam expected to 
reach one million inhabitants. At the time this was an alarming prospect, as the 
Dutch were used to thinking that cities with millions of inhabitants and their as-
sociated metropolitan problems were only found abroad.  

This trend was one factor in the decision taken in 1951 by the Minister 
of Reconstruction and Housing to create a commission to study the spatial situa-
tion in the western part of the Netherlands. Entirely in line with the consultative 
style of Dutch planning and administration, all relevant local authorities and cen-
tral government parties were represented (Faludi & Van der Valk 1994, p. 104).2 
In early 1958 this commission published its final report: “The Development of 
the Western Netherlands” (Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958a, 1958b). 
The focus of this report was largely, but not entirely, on urban form. The report 
came out in support of maintaining the deconcentrated urban structure of the 
west of the country. It proposed to preserve the green character of the open 
spaces between the major cities (the so-called buffer zones) and to keep them at 
least 4 km wide. And on a larger scale it also argued that the relatively open area 
located in the middle of the ring of cities constituting ‘the Randstad’ (Randstad in 
fact means quite simply ‘Rim City’) should be preserved. This is the famous con-
cept of the Green Heart, a term which was chosen largely on the merits of its 
rhetorical resonance as the following quotation demonstrates:  

 
When we think of the major metropolitan centres in other countries, 
we think of a built-up heart functioning as a city, a centre of growth 
and the focus of the entire complex of urban life. We cannot imagine 
the ‘Randstad Holland’ without a ‘green’ heart, encircled by a ring of 
cities with their own functions within the complex as a whole. (Werk-
commissie Westen des Lands, 1958b, p. 73, own translation)  

 
The Randstad, in other words, was to grow not inwards, which was the natural 
tendency, but outwards.  
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The Dutch Metropolis  
The authors of the ‘Development of the Western Netherlands’ report focused 
mainly on preserving the deconcentrated nature of the urban pattern. This is also 
a recurring theme in the literature on Dutch spatial planning. A theme which has 
received less attention is that the planners who came up with the dual concept of 
Randstad-Green Heart envisaged the Randstad literally as a ‘deconcentrated 
world city’ or as a kind of ‘global city region’ (Scott et al., 2001) avant la lettre. They 
assumed that in future – the report’s time horizon stretched to 1980 – there 
would inevitably be a single coherent agglomeration, not in spatial terms but in 
terms of function and internal accessibility (see Figure 3.2). In combination with 
population size, this was the criterion for identification of the Randstad as a me-
tropolis:  
 

In the period up to 1980 […] the Randstad will increasingly function as 
a single coherent agglomeration. Once this restricted area is home to a 
concentrated urban population of 5 to 6 million people, this will inevi-
tably lead to the integration of individual cities on a much grander 
scale. The spatial allocation of companies will also lead in this direc-
tion: the relatively short distances between cities allow for intensive in-
teractions, which already take place in traffic infrastructure. The scale 
of the internal periphery is comparable to those of Paris and London. 
Future improvements to traffic arteries could ensure that travelling 
times between the Randstad agglomerations will be shorter than the 
time it takes people to commute from suburbs to the city centre in the 
large metropolises. (Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958b, p. 61, 
own translation)  

 
The report was in fact seeking to establish the superiority of the Randstad above 
cities like London and Paris. The idea was that the Randstad, at least in the fu-
ture, would be able to compete on an equal basis in terms of its economy, de-
mography and transport infrastructure. In terms of space the Randstad was 
considered to offer a superior living environment: nature and open space would 
remain extremely close and easily accessible to city dwellers, particularly if limits 
were set on the maximum size of the largest cities and if urbanization could be 
catered for in other locations. These other locations were the new towns, another 
element of the Randstad doctrine. The recommended strategy was therefore 
strictly a planning strategy. The report made no recommendations for adminis-
trative restructuring in the Randstad.  
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Figure 3.2 Imaging the Randstad as one coherent urban system: the Dutch Metropolis 
 
Strangely enough, the assumption that the development of the Randstad me-
tropolis would be a positive one (at least in the future) was first contested by one 
of the members of the Working Commission itself. In a minority memorandum 
which formed part of the report, the representative of the Ministry of Transport, 
Public Works and Water Management, Le Cosquino de Bussy, voiced his strong 
objections to the Randstad concept and, in particular, to the idea of preserving a 
Green Heart in the middle (Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958a, pp. 41–
42). His arguments are quite interesting in the light of present discourses on re-
gional agglomeration and world city formation. Le Cosquino de Bussy believed 
that in order to triumph in the ‘economic struggle’ and to strengthen the coun-
try’s position within Western Europe as a whole, concentration of population 
should be pursued and that the Randstad cities should be allowed to grow to-
wards each other. The expected increase in input and output relationships be-
tween companies would even make concentration and proximity an imperative. 
According to Le Cosquino de Bussy spatial concentration was economically ad-
vantageous as it would shorten transport chains and prevent unnecessary dupli-
cations in, for instance, transport infrastructure. In addition it would also be to 
the advantage of the whole complex of amenities, in particular the cultural insti-
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tutions. Forcing spatial deconcentration as advocated by the other commission 
members, he argued, would run counter to natural, economically driven tenden-
cies to concentration, and would eventually lead to the creation of three medio-
cre cultural centres (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague) rather than a single 
large cultural centre serving the entire Randstad. Le Cosquino de Bussy clearly 
rejected the assumption that, to use more modern terms, accessibility will replace 
proximity.  

However, Le Cosquino de Bussy’s ‘pro-concentration’ arguments were 
shouted down by supporters of the Randstad-Green Heart principle. The 
doomsday scenario developed by one of the consultants of the Working Com-
mission, Jac.P. Thijsse, proved to be highly influential (Faludi & Van der Valk, 
1994, pp. 106–107). In this scenario virtually all space in the Randstad would 
eventually be built-on. The area adjacent to the North Sea would become a ‘sea 
of houses’, a megalopolis Mumford-style (see Figure 3.3a). An extremely sugges-
tive illustration supported this perspective. Nobody was bothered by the fact that 
the urban areas indicated by Thijsse would be more than sufficient to absorb the 
total population of the Netherlands. The image painted by the Working Com-
mission of the situation to be expected in 1980 (see Figure 3.3b) is strongly 
reminiscent of a description which would be made some 40 years later, namely 
that of the Randstad as a ‘thinly populated metropolis’ (Frieling, 1997).  
 
A national compromise  
The arguments put forward by Le Cosquino de Bussy had no impact on the deci-
sion-making process leading to the Working Commission report. In a policy 
document on spatial planning – the first of what would become a series of 
documents published every 6 to 10 years3 – the government chose to embrace 
the Randstad concept as proposed by the majority of the Working Commission 
members. However, the government took a different view on the position of the 
Randstad within the country as a whole. It explicitly rejected the starting point of 
the Commission which was “[…] to give maximum opportunities for develop-
ment resulting from the economic potential in the West, including the associated 
major inflows from the rest of the Netherlands” (Werkcommissie Westen des 
Lands, 1958a, p. 16, own translation). Even before the report was completed, a 
heated debate had taken off as to the legitimacy of encouraging such intensive 
growth in the Randstad through migration. Whilst the west of the country faced 
problems of high population pressure, the opposite was true of the peripheral 
regions. According to Working Commission calculations, some 700,000 people 
would migrate to the Randstad before 1980. This debate became known as “The 
West and the Rest of the Country”, a description that bears more than a superfi-
cial resemblance to ‘Paris et le désert Français’. This well-known book, written in 
1947 by the young French geographer Jean- François Gravier, had unleashed 
quite a debate in France. In the mid-1950s a similar debate took place in the 
Netherlands. Various articles and books were published (Zonneveld, 1991, p. 
174), but the lobby from ‘The Rest of the Country’ had the upper hand in the 
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discussion. In 1958, in a policy document on industrialization, the government 
opted to strongly encourage industrialization outside the Randstad, a principle 
that was dubbed ‘spatial decentralization’ (Ministerie van Economische Zaken, 
1958) The idea was to promote prosperity in ‘the Rest of the Country’, whilst at 
the same time reducing pressure on the Randstad. All in all, for a number of dec-
ades the Dutch government would act as a strong supporter of decentralization 
at two levels, i.e. the level of the Randstad and the immediate surrounds, and the 
level of the country as a whole. Nonetheless, the Randstad was to grow into ‘the 
Netherlands Metropolis’, as the highest level in an ‘organic hierarchy’ of urban 
settlements, as indicated by the government in the First Policy Document on 
Spatial Planning (Ministerie van Volkshuisvesting en Bouwnijverheid, 1960, p. 
89) In this way, claims for metropolitan status for the Randstad were united with 
the desire to maintain the independent characteristics of its individual cities, 
thereby continuing the prevailing perception of the desired urban form which 
goes back as far as the seventeenth century (cf. Hoogenberk, 1980).  

 

 
  (a)     (b) 
Figure 3.3a, b Discourse through imaging: (a) Jac. P. Thijsse (adviser of the Working 
Commission) developed a doom scenario for the Randstad. Extremely biased in its representa-
tion this image published in 1956 proved nevertheless highly influential. (Source: Faludi & 
Van der Valk, 1994). (b) The Working Commission for the Western Netherlands gave an 
image of what the Randstad would look like in 1980 when all local and regional plans would 
be implemented: instead of becoming Thijsse’s ‘sea of houses’ the Randstad would become just a 
thinly populated metropolis. Source: Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958a. 
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In the following years, however, in pursuit of the ‘deconcentrated metropolis’ 
(dixit First Planning Policy Document of 1960), the emphasis lay more on de-
concentration than on metropolis. The idea that accessibility would substitute for 
proximity – so closely associated with the conception of the deconcentrated me-
tropolis – was not further developed. The government decided to build several 
new motorways, but the development of some sort of metropolitan public trans-
port system, so characteristic for the benchmark cities of London and Paris, was 
not even considered. Nonetheless, we must be wary of making judgements such 
as ‘short-sightedness’. The twin concept of the Randstad-Green Heart was an 
enormous leap forward in spatial planning thinking. Although there was hardly 
any regional spatial planning tradition (Postuma, 1991), concepts were intro-
duced at the supra-regional (Randstad-Green Heart) and even national level (spa-
tial decentralization or spreading), an event that did not remain unnoticed abroad 
where the Randstad soon became nicknamed the ‘Greenheart Metropolis’ 
(Burke, 1966). Above that, actual integration in the Randstad around 1960 did 
not reach much beyond the level of the city and its immediate surroundings, so it 
was believed. This all meant that the idea of a Dutch-style metropolis had more 
to do with population levels (over 4 million people in the Randstad municipali-
ties combined) than with any other characteristics of a metropolis, such as inter-
nal accessibility or the level of cultural amenities. Apparently nobody stopped to 
think whether pursuing world city status was appropriate to a country as small as 
the Netherlands (Van der Cammen et al., 1988, p. 154).  
 
From metropolis to megalopolis  
In fact this issue was addressed a few years later in a Second Policy Document 
on Spatial Planning, issued in 1966. As Van der Cammen et al. (1988, p. 159) put 
it: the Netherlands was at that time considered an integral part of a large Western 
European urban agglomeration. Officials of the National Spatial Planning 
Agency who were engaged in a debate with their colleagues in neighbouring 
countries about whether spatial planning should be tackled at the European level, 
had already invented the term ‘megalopolis’ to neatly describe the interrelation-
ship between urban areas on both sides of the North Sea. Apparently this con-
cept no longer conjured up the dark images sketched by Lewis Mumford (1938) 
some 30 years earlier. The more optimistic picture sketched by Jean Gottmann 
(1957, p. 1961) of the American megalopolis, the ‘Northeastern Seaboard’, had 
become the frame of reference instead. Europe was no longer thought to be in-
ferior to the US now that it had its own megalopolis, and, according to the Sec-
ond Policy Document, the Netherlands was right at the heart of it. In this policy 
document, the image of the Randstad as an urban ring around a Green Heart was 
replaced by that of large-scale conurbations. The northern wing of the Randstad 
was presented as being part of a much larger urban conurbation, stretching from 
Alkmaar near the coast to Arnhem/Nijmegen, near the German border. The 
image of the southern wing of the Randstad was more or less kept intact, but in 
its immediate vicinity a new conurbation would develop, made up of the cities of 
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the southern provinces of Zeeland and North Brabant with a southern extension 
towards the city of Antwerp in Belgium. The principle of urban zones segmented 
by green belts, so characteristic of the Randstad concept, was still embraced, in-
cluding that of a Green Heart on a much wider scale. But the identity of the 
Randstad as a metropolis was pushed somewhat into the background in favour 
of these larger spatial structures (Van der Cammen et al., 1988, p. 159). The driv-
ing force behind all this was the expectation that the Dutch population would 
grow from 12.5 million around 1965 to over 20 million in 2000. Despite the 
magnitude of the forecasted population growth, the foundations of the conurba-
tions were threatened by an accelerating process of suburbanization made possi-
ble by increasing car ownership and ample supplies of relatively cheap housing in 
smaller centres, including towns in the Green Heart. As a counter strategy, the 
Second Policy Document put the principle of clustered deconcentration on the 
agenda. The idea was that the existing hierarchy of centres would be kept intact, 
albeit in a slightly more flattened form. These ideas were translated into a de-
tailed image of the future spatial layout of the Netherlands, made up of various 
urban areas brought together in four categories, or urban milieux, with the so-
called D-milieu being the highest order. The latter was described as a spatial unit 
of about 250,000 inhabitants, characterized by high-quality shopping facilities 
and cultural amenities, large leisure areas and made accessible through express 
trains and light rail.  
 
… and back to the city  
The description of the D-milieu, the top of the future Dutch urban hierarchy, 
does not immediately bring metropolitan development to mind. This is precisely 
the issue which arose when a review of the Second Policy Document proved 
necessary within a few years, in part because the government appeared to have 
lost control of the suburbanization process. The major problem was that the 
higher income groups were leaving the cities in droves. The diagnosis read that 
the large cities did not represent attractive living environments. Once the deci-
sion had been taken in 1971 to review the Second Policy Document, the next 
question was whether there was a need to make urban policy more ambitious. 
Was the D-milieu in fact the best that the Netherlands could hope to achieve, or 
should it attempt to improve its competitive position by realizing an E-milieu: a 
European living environment of exceptional urban quality, equipped to attract 
large numbers of high-value global functions?  

For a couple of years quite a heated debate took place, stirring up all 
sorts of questions which had already been high on the agenda 10 or 15 years be-
fore. A crucial question was where and how an E-milieu should be developed in 
the Randstad with its polynuclear urban form. In view of the fact that five places 
had been designated for the D-milieu (the four main Randstad cities plus 
Dordrecht), at first sight it seemed logical to limit the number of E-milieux to 
one, to be realized, for instance, in and around the capital of Amsterdam. Alter-
natively, the different components of the E-milieu (e.g. top quality residential 
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areas, first-rate office locations, and cultural amenities and shopping facilities of 
the highest order) could also be distributed across the Randstad. In this way, ac-
cording to some, the Randstad as a whole could become a single, polycentric E-
milieu. Others, however, dismissed this approach as completely unrealistic, 
claiming that the Randstad lacked sufficient demographic weight and that pre-
vailing government policy, which aimed to spread employment (including certain 
back offices of the government) throughout the country, was only serving to 
make this situation worse. They argued that this policy would never lead to the 
required functional density in the Randstad.  

Although this debate was typical for these years (i.e. the early 1970s), it 
does reveal some of the dilemmas inherent in the concept of the polynuclear 
urban region, particularly if the assumption is that such a region, notwithstanding 
its deconcentrated structure, could or should function in the same way as a con-
centrated metropolis. However, the concept of the E-milieu faded out in the 
mid-1970s, the main reason being that it was at odds with certain essential ele-
ments of the spatial planning policy prevailing at that time, and in particular the 
point of departure that the Randstad was too full and the rest of the Netherlands 
too empty. In addition, creating an E-milieu was strongly identified with the ‘of-
ficization’ of city centres and political and social opposition to this was growing, 
particularly in Amsterdam. In 1976 the government officially closed the discus-
sion by declaring that a metropolitan development perspective for the Randstad 
would be detrimental to the living environment of the inhabitants of the major 
cities and that it could also constitute a threat to the Green Heart through the 
forced removal of people from the city centres (Ministerie van Economische 
Zaken, 1976, pp. 150–151). From that time, Dutch planning policy has been 
characterized by small-scale concepts. In the Third Policy Document on Spatial 
Planning, published in several parts in the period 1973–1983, all large-scale con-
cepts like conurbations and megalopolis were dropped. The daily living environ-
ment of the average citizen would be much smaller than had been anticipated in 
the Second Policy Document. Against the background of falling economic 
growth and rising unemployment figures the emphasis was increasingly placed on 
the central urban areas, particularly in the Randstad. Although the Randstad doc-
trine – preservation of several buffer zones and the Green Heart – was main-
tained, the main emphasis shifted to its composite parts: the urban districts 
(stadsgewesten). The fact that attention did not shift entirely to the major cities was 
due to the fact that after many years efforts were finally being made to realize 
growth centres (the Dutch variant of the new town policy) and that these growth 
centres, situated at some distance from the donor city, had to be fitted into the 
concept of the urban district. As Van der Cammen et al. (1988, p. 166) remark: 
“The metropolitan aspirations for the Randstad as a whole were at a very low 
ebb at this time … The west of the Netherlands was seen as a complex of city 
regions and preferably no more than that.”  
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3.3 The resurrection of the Randstad metropolis thesis 
 
The classic Randstad concept almost dumped  
The 1980s saw a worsening of the city crisis. In fact, the Netherlands was facing 
the most serious recession since the 1930s. On top of that, the demographic 
foundation of the Randstad cities was crumbling: the population figures of all the 
major cities were falling. Even the proportion of larger spatial units of the urban 
districts in the total population in the west of the country was declining and even 
though deconcentration was still an objective of spatial policy, this went much 
too far. In response, planning policy came to focus increasingly on the largest 
cities. In 1983, in a new Structural Outline for urban areas, officially part of the 
Third Policy Document on Spatial Planning, the government announced that the 
growth centre policy would end around 1990. Instead, new residential areas 
would be located within the existing cities or in their immediate vicinity, and ur-
ban restructuring would be intensified. Over time, this policy became known as 
the Compact City Approach, a clear indication that planning policy was focusing 
on the smaller scale. At the same time, however, there was a revival of thinking at 
the Randstad scale. The emphasis here was not so much on the desired urban 
form, but on the significance of the Randstad for the competitive position of the 
Dutch economy as a whole. This led to new metropolitan discourses that once 
again took their cue from a new government policy document on spatial plan-
ning as it became clear during 1985 that such a new policy document (the fourth) 
was in preparation. The National Spatial Planning Agency, almost written off in 
the early 1980s for its lack of creativity in the field of urban planning and design, 
showed remarkable inventiveness in developing new spatial concepts. In the pre-
paratory research reports for the new policy document the National Spatial Plan-
ning Agency displayed a striking interest in economic aspects, and in particular in 
the challenge created by the increasing international competition between cities 
and regions. In one of these reports a ‘Randstad World City’ scenario was devel-
oped, although it was also concluded that there was still a long way to go before 
this status would be reached (Rijksplanologische Dienst, 1986a). Above all, the 
Randstad would have to develop into a single functional unit combining the as-
sets of the two largest cities, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, including their main 
ports (Schiphol Airport and the port of Rotterdam). Another report concluded 
that all sorts of new, large-scale infrastructure would be needed before the Rand-
stad could indeed operate as a functional unit (Rijksplanologische Dienst, 1986b).  

Building blocks like these (see Zonneveld, 1992, p. 38 ff.) ultimately led 
to the concept of the ‘Western Wing’: a corridor-shaped conurbation stretching 
from Amsterdam via The Hague to Rotterdam. This concept was passionately 
put forward by the National Spatial Planning Agency in substitution for the clas-
sic model of a ring-shaped urban structure around a large Green Heart. The 
Agency sincerely believed in the existence of different degrees of international 
economic potential. It discerned an economic core area (the ‘Central Netherlands 
Urban Ring’, see also Priemus, 1998) which unlike before extended beyond the 
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borders of the Randstad. But in addition to that, it also believed that within this 
larger Ring an area existed that functioned at an even higher level of competi-
tiveness. This area, according to the Agency, was much smaller than the Rand-
stad. The city of Utrecht, for instance, was considered not to belong to the ‘top’ 
in the Netherlands in terms of competitive assets. The conclusions seemed inevi-
table: the Randstad concept, which had been developed primarily for the purpose 
of urban containment, would now have to be adjusted to fulfill a new role: to 
indicate the area of the Netherlands that is best equipped to meet international 
competition. This ‘new’, geographically more narrowly defined Randstad was 
named the Western Wing. The National Spatial Planning Agency argued that the 
primary aim of the concept was to provide a functional link between various sig-
nificant international elements which in the ‘classic’ Randstad were scattered 
across different cities. The Agency argued that although Amsterdam is the most 
complete city in the Netherlands in economic terms, it lacks a number of essen-
tial elements that are ‘coincidentally’ located in Rotterdam and The Hague. The 
primary requirement distinguished was to provide high-level environments – E-
milieu in the terminology employed 15 years earlier – in terms of housing, em-
ployment and amenities (Zonneveld & Van der Cammen, 1992).  

In the administrative and political negotiations on the content of the 
Fourth Policy Document, it appeared that this new vision of the spatial structure 
of the Netherlands met with enormous resistance. Initially, the new term West-
ern Wing seemed to be the cause of this resistance. One conclusion was that a 
concept as widely accepted as the Randstad should not be dropped. In response, 
the National Spatial Planning Agency ultimately replaced the term ‘Western 
Wing’ with ‘Western part of the Randstad’. But since it did not drop the idea of a 
selective approach towards the ‘old’ Randstad, resistance remained. Particularly 
strong resistance came from the city of Utrecht and from the provincial authori-
ties. The Randstad provinces in particular brought considerable weight to bear, 
and they organized quite an effective lobby. They believed that the effective con-
sultation procedures which they had created would be undermined if one city, 
and therefore one province, were no longer included as part of the Randstad. In 
fact, this was an argument in support of the view that the geographical connota-
tions of a planning concept have to match the area in which capacity building 
takes place and not the other way round. The Randstad concept proved to be 
much more alive and valued than the National Spatial Planning Agency had es-
timated and ultimately the idea of a Western Wing had to be dropped altogether. 
In spring 1990, when Parliament voted on the final text of the Fourth Policy 
Document, the term ‘Randstad International’ came into use. This concept did 
not serve as a name for a specific area but rather to specify a policy goal: the 
promotion of an internationally competitive metropolitan business environment 
in the Randstad area. In order to elaborate such a strategy national government, 
the provinces and the four main cities of the Randstad joined forces in a project 
known as ‘Further Elaboration of Randstad International’ (NURI or Nadere Uit-
werking Randstad Internationaal).  
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Capacity building put to the test  
The Fourth Policy Document carried a clear message on the five main goals of 
NURI, which were firstly, the creation of high-quality living, working, and recrea-
tional environments (the ‘E-milieu’ new style); secondly, the development of 
high-quality amenities with international allure; thirdly, the promotion of the 
functional cohesion between the four major Randstad cities and between these 
cities, the two main ports and the Green Heart; fourthly, marketing and promot-
ing the improved metropolitan business environment; and finally, the develop-
ment of a functional allocation of tasks between the four Randstad cities. It was 
also decided that NURI would only apply to the spatial aspects of the business 
environment, such as specific locations and the links between them. Any wider 
allocation of tasks would enormously complicate NURI, particularly because it 
would make incursions into the policy fields of several ministries. This restriction 
was therefore logical in terms of reducing complexity, but it also meant that 
other factors which are important to the quality of the business environment 
(such as the quality of the labour force) would be neglected.  

NURI ultimately failed, although in good Dutch tradition a nice glossy 
report was issued (VROM, 1991). The steering group dropped the fifth NURI 
objective at an early stage. The allocation of specific functions to specific Rand-
stad cities proved to be absolutely taboo (Zonneveld, 1992, p. 83 ff.). Coordina-
tion of the development of new office locations and industrial estates in the 
different cities was deemed necessary, but this objective was also dropped. There 
was no support within the steering group, and in particular from the representa-
tives of the cities, for NURI to function as a referee between projects. Ultimately 
the NURI report was nothing more than an overview of ongoing or planned 
policies. Furthermore it was specifically not allowed to ask whether these activi-
ties would contribute to improving the international metropolitan business envi-
ronment of the Randstad. The local councils of the Randstad, above all the 
administrations of the four Randstad cities (Boelens, 1998), wanted to maintain a 
free hand in all respects and to avoid committing themselves.  

Ultimately, the members of the NURI steering group were well aware 
that NURI had yielded meagre results, certainly when compared to its original 
objectives. Even though 1991 had seen the erection of the ‘Randstad Region’ as a 
coordination platform for the various thematic ‘Randstad Consultation Plat-
forms’ operating at the time (Quist, 1993), they decided not to proceed further 
following the publication of the NURI report. The first test of capacity building 
in the Randstad which involved all leading authorities – the four provinces and 
the four cities – can therefore be deemed a failure. It was only in the second half 
of the 1990s that a new attempt was made.  
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3.4 From Randstad to Deltametropolis: the world city perspective em-
braced for real?  

 
Local actors taking the lead  
With the failure of NURI in the early 1990s the momentum for a metropolitan 
development of the Randstad quickly disappeared. The subsequent years were 
rather turbulent in Dutch spatial planning circles: full of debates, design projects 
and planning events. Part of the fuss continued to be about the status and pro-
posed future of the Randstad. It was one of the key issues researched and dis-
cussed in the ‘Metropolitan Debate’ (see Frieling, 1998) and was also the central 
theme of several other contributions published around the same time (e.g. Van 
Rossem, 1994; Geuze et al., 1995; De Boer, 1996; VROM, 1996).  

Between 1993 and 1996 prevailing spatial policy in theory still promoted 
the development of the metropolitan qualities of the Randstad, although in prac-
tice the achievements fell short of expectations in several ways. An analysis of 
various plans and visions for the future spatial development of the Netherlands 
drawn up in 1995 and 1996 pointed out that the prevailing planning practice ap-
peared to be a mere continuation of the timeworn ‘clustered deconcentration’ 
policy (De Jong, 1997). Implementation of these plans would lead to a further 
levelling of the Dutch demographic landscape rather than to the desired rein-
forcement of the position of the Randstad in the Dutch and European context.  

At the same time, real term economic dynamics did not exactly work out 
in favour of the Randstad either. In particular the three largest cities of the Rand-
stad (Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague) had not yet recovered from the 
previous decades of suburbanization and economic restructuring. For example, 
in the first half of the 1990s (the economic heyday of the late 1990s was yet to 
dawn) unemployment figures for the four largest cities combined were on aver-
age more than 50% higher than the figures for the Netherlands as a whole (CBS, 
2002). It was only thanks to favourable employment development on the edges 
of these cities that unemployment figures for the Randstad stayed in line with the 
figures for the Netherlands as a whole (cf. Van der Wouden & De Bruijne, 2001, 
p. 69) At that time the Randstad’s neighbouring provinces of North Brabant and 
Gelderland – 10 years earlier identified as parts of the Netherlands Central Urban 
Ring (see earlier) – were quite successfully nibbling away at the traditional core 
position of the Randstad.  

The second half of the 1990s, however, saw a sea change. From the per-
spective of the authorities of the largest Randstad cities, the combination of 
alarming spatial dynamics and counterproductive spatial vision-making practices 
were a cause for considerable concern (Hemel, 1998). The cities of the Randstad 
felt they were paying too high a price for the country’s deeply rooted inclination 
to pursue balance across space. Eventually, at the end of 1996, the councillors 
responsible for spatial planning in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and 
Utrecht decided to join forces once more and take action. Encouraged by com-
mitted professionals participating in the ‘Metropolitan Debate’ (such as the chair 
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of Urban Planning in Delft, Professor Dirk Frieling) they decided to develop a 
joint vision for the future spatial development of the Randstad. Soon a creative 
process was started to formulate such a vision. Scenarios and spatial develop-
ment models were developed, studies carried out and eventually, in the first 
months of 1997, a preliminary vision was formulated (‘Towards a Green Me-
tropolis’). After several months of consultation and further study the cities de-
cided to publish the results of their activities. In early 1998 the four councillors 
jointly published a declaration in which they revealed their vision for the future 
spatial development of the western part of the Netherlands. The declaration can 
be read as a straightforward attempt to breathe new life into the old idea of the 
western part of the Netherlands constituting the country’s most important pro-
duction and consumption environment, the function and future of which should 
expressly be put in a European perspective. The four cities emphasized that the 
Randstad and the Green Heart should not be conceived as an accidental collec-
tion of cities with rural zones between them, but rather as a coherent polynucle-
ated metropolitan region which should be firmly embedded in the European 
economic and cultural context and encouraged – once again through spatial pol-
icy – in its competitive struggle with other European metropolitan regions. The 
declaration opposed the concept of the Randstad as an overpopulated region 
and, following Frieling (1997), instead proposed that the area is conceived as a 
thinly populated metropolis with ample opportunity for improving the spatial 
quality through better coordination and more daring spatial design. Reinforce-
ment of the competitive position of the Randstad was no longer put on a par 
with concentrating the growth of population and employment in the Randstad 
area, but rather to be realized by making better use of the human and economic 
potential already available (Deltametropool, 1998). The Green Heart should be 
made to function as a metropolitan park – an idea that a couple of years earlier 
was advocated by Faludi and Van der Valk (1994) – and the general and eco-
nomic functioning of the urban area improved by introducing innovative public 
and private transport concepts capable of reducing the region’s congestion prob-
lem. Finally, following the Dutch planning tradition that a new discourse needs 
new metaphors, a new name was introduced for the metropolis in the making: 
‘Deltametropolis’ (Deltametropool). Apparently, in the view of the actors involved, 
the notion of the Randstad had served its turn, in spite of being well-known and 
its symbolic value. Perhaps it had become too much of a synonym for the inabil-
ity to get things moving and the Deltametropolists above all wanted to make a 
fresh start.  
 
“The West and the Rest of the Country” once more  
The proactive attempt of the Randstad’s four largest cities to gain some control 
over their own ‘spatial development destiny’, while at least partly informed by 
genuine concern about their situation, can also be read as a well thought-out 
move in anticipation of two important events which were quite widely antici-
pated at the time. These were the making of another national policy document 
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on spatial planning (the fifth) and the putting into use of a new model for con-
sultation on spatial development and investments between central government 
and local and regional authorities. Elaborating upon the ideas and experiments 
developed in the wake of the Fourth Policy Report on Spatial Planning, the latter 
concerned the drawing-up of so-called ‘regional covenants’ that would force local 
and regional administrations to cooperate at the supra-provincial (though sub-
national) level. In the summer of 1998 both issues were included in the coalition 
agreement of the newly elected second successive social-democratic-liberal gov-
ernment and neither came as a surprise to local and regional authorities in the 
Randstad or the rest of the Netherlands. It had already become quite clear at the 
time that the Fourth Policy Document on Spatial Planning Extra no longer pro-
vided the right framework for dealing with the spatial dynamics unleashed by the 
‘rise of the network society’ and the economic upturn which set in after 1995 (cf. 
VROM, 2001a), and central government had also repeatedly advocated capacity 
building at the regional (i.e. supra-provincial) level in the years preceding. The 
most conspicuous examples of the latter include the procedure followed in the 
assessment of the need for state support by the three northern provinces in 1996 
and 1997, and, even more interestingly from our point of view, the efforts made 
by national government to establish an ‘Administrative Committee for the Rand-
stad’ (‘BCR’ in Dutch). The latter was set up in 1998 as a Randstad-wide plat-
form for the facilitation of efficient and coordinated spending of government 
subsidies aimed at strengthening the spatial-economic structure, the so-called 
‘ICES’ programme.4 The four Randstad provinces, the four urban district au-
thorities, the four largest cities themselves and representatives from several min-
istries joined the committee to discuss strategic spatial issues for the Randstad 
and the allocation of investments.5  

The plan by the government to reach ‘regional covenants’ at the supra-
provincial level made a broad appeal to the collaborative capacity of the local and 
regional authorities making up these macro-regions. At the same time it forced 
these four regions6 into a kind of competitive arrangement, which in itself pro-
vided another stimulus to cooperate. The task for each of the regions in this 
competition was first to secure a fair share of the state subsidies on offer and 
then to ensure favourable treatment in the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial 
Planning in order to secure growth opportunities and the influx of investment 
resources in the long term. Against this particular background, it is easy to un-
derstand that the Deltametropolis perspective as presented by the four largest 
cities of the Randstad was interpreted by authorities in other parts of the country 
as a rather crude attempt to situate the Randstad in the centre of the Dutch 
planning universe once more, a sort of “The West and the Rest of the Country” 
revisited. All the regions outside ‘the West’ positioned themselves vis-à-vis the 
Randstad and the countries surrounding the Netherlands. In this geopolitical 
discourse the ‘northern alliance’ had already proclaimed that the northern prov-
inces constituted the gateway to the northern Bundesländer and Scandinavia. The 
three southern provinces, which had just established the ‘South Netherlands Alli-
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ance’, quickly joined this discussion with their own claim for precedence. They 
produced a memorandum in which they broke with the tradition of viewing ‘the 
Rest of the Country’ merely as the hinterland of the Randstad. Instead, they pre-
sented their region as a dynamic ‘European region’ which is strategically located 
in the large transnational metropolitan zone encompassing the Randstad, Rhein-
Ruhr and the Flemish Diamond (about 35 years earlier labelled as the north-west 
European megalopolis) and which is well-qualified to play a leading role in the 
Dutch spatial policy context (Alliantie Zuid-Nederland, 1998). In a similar fash-
ion, the two eastern provinces tried to exploit the fact that their region is strate-
gically located right in between the Randstad and RheinRuhr, as a stepping stone 
in one of Europe’s main transnational transport corridors.  
 
Deltametropolis gaining ground …  
At first it seemed as if the idea of developing a Deltametropolis would lose this 
geopolitical battle. In spite of the publicity attracted by the advocates of the Del-
tametropolis perspective, and despite the fact that the councils of the four cities 
have long been quite an influential group in the Dutch political arena, ‘Del-
tametropolis’ was not mentioned once in the Starting Memorandum issued in 
preparation of the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning (VROM et al., 
1999). Worse still, from the viewpoint of the Deltametropolis proponents, the 
Randstad was not even considered to be a coherent spatial entity, but rather to 
consist of three smaller urban networks.7  

Luckily for the Deltametropolists, this Starting Memorandum attracted 
such broad criticism – most notably for its tendency to embrace the corridor 
concept, which was incorrectly interpreted as an argument for ribbon develop-
ment along motorways – that the national planners more or less had to start over 
from scratch. The Deltametropolis advocates were therefore given a second 
chance to spotlight their ideas. In early 2000 they founded the ‘Deltametropolis 
Association’. The four largest cities had managed to find another eight munici-
palities and four regional chambers of commerce in the Randstad willing to join. 
The Association was meant to be neither a regular administrative platform nor a 
formal consultative body for the central government. These roles were already 
taken up by the ‘Randstad Region’ – the cooperative body formed by the coun-
cils of the four Randstad provinces – and the ‘Administrative Committee for the 
Randstad’, which had become the official platform for discussing issues concern-
ing the ‘Region West’ in both the ICES-programme and the preparation process 
of the Fifth Policy Document. Instead, the Association was supposed to develop 
into an informal institution which would mainly function as a hothouse for ideas 
and as a pressure group: a nice illustration of the fact that capacity building on 
the regional level can express itself in multiple organizational forms, with sepa-
rate roles for each of them (see Table 3.1).  

In subsequent years, the Deltametropolis Association flourished in many 
ways: more studies were carried out, meetings organized, and several new mem-
bers welcomed (Vereniging Deltametropool, 2002).8 A major victory was the fact 
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the Association succeeded in winning over to its case the four provinces making 
up the Randstad/Deltametropolis territory. Although the provinces did not join 
the Deltametropolis Association itself, they gradually embraced the Deltametro-
polis perspective. This was of key importance since the Deltametropolis Associa-
tion, unlike the provinces, did not have an official role in drawing up the new 
national spatial policy strategy (i.e. the Fifth Policy Document). The various stud-
ies produced by the Randstad provinces as input for the Fifth Policy Document 
show an increasing acceptance of the Deltametropolis concept. The final contri-
bution clearly underlines the ideas advocated by the Deltametropolis Association 
as the title ‘Towards a blue-and-green Deltametropolis’ suggests. 
 
Table 3.1 Key organizations acting at the level of the Randstad/Deltametropolis 

Organization Composition Main functions 

Randstad Region (since 
1991) 

The four Randstad prov-
inces of North-Holland, 
South-Holland, Utrecht 
and (since 1994) Flevo-
land 

Cooperative body aimed at 
strengthening the position of 
the Randstad through consul-
tation, policy coordination 
and outward representation 
(national, EU) 
 

Administrative Commit-
tee for the Randstad 
(since 1998) 

Central government, the 
four Randstad provinces, 
the four largest cities of 
the Randstad (Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague 
and Utrecht) and their 
respective urban district 
authorities 
 

Consultative body, initially for 
coordination of central gov-
ernment’s spatial investments 
in the Randstad and later also 
for discussion of the Rand-
stad-input for the Fifth Policy 
Document on Spatial Plan-
ning 

Deltametropolis Asso-
ciation (since early 2000) 

The four largest cities of 
the Randstad (as initiators) 
and a still  growing num-
ber of other Randstad 
municipalities chambers, 
district water boards and 
interest groups 

As informal body founded to 
promote the transformation 
of the Randstad into Del-
tametropolis through initiating 
research and design activities, 
lobbying, acting as a think-
tank, encouraging cooperation 
between Randstad-based ac-
tors, etc 

 
… and being included in the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning  
In the long-awaited first part of the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning 
(VROM, 2001a) the concept of ‘urban networks’ was launched as one of the key 
answers to the challenges created by the ‘the rise of the network society’. It swept 
aside several of the concepts addressing urban development and the competitive 
position of the Netherlands applied in the Fourth Policy Document (Extra), so 
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illustrating the fact that visions on the desired spatial structure can also change 
more quickly than the spatial structure itself. In the Fifth Policy Document, ‘Del-
tametropolis’ was presented by central government as the largest out of six urban 
networks in the Netherlands and as the one that is most affected by and involved 
in the increasingly fierce international inter-metropolitan competition for mobile 
resources. The local and regional authorities making up an urban network were 
urged to cooperate and to develop a coherent set of agreements on a wide range 
of spatial development issues (some of which had also appeared in NURI a dec-
ade ago), all aimed at making the urban network a better place to live and work 
as well as for recreation and investment.  

The designation of Deltametropolis as an urban network attracted dif-
ferent types of criticism. Some thought that the government was not carrying the 
matter far enough while others considered the choice of Deltametropolis too 
great a move up the ladder of spatial scales. The Deltametropolis Association 
belonged to the former category. It was of course pleased to find that central 
government had adopted the idea of conceiving the Randstad/ Green Heart re-
gion as a potentially coherent urban network, but it was rather disappointed 
about the modest ambitions attached to it. In the Association’s view, central 
government failed to conceive ‘Deltametropolis’ as a perspective yet to be real-
ized, requiring far-reaching measures and funding. According to the Association, 
by presenting Deltametropolis as one of six national urban networks, central 
government was missing one of the main points of the entire idea: the need to 
single out Deltametropolis as a would-be European metropolis which deserves 
to be supported in its efforts to move up to the same league as for instance Lon-
don/south-east England, Paris/Île de France and Frankfurt/Main-Rhein. The 
Association therefore called on central government to explicitly consider the 
European perspective and, on that basis, present concrete, operational strategies 
to bring the realization of ‘Deltametropolis’ within reach (Vereniging Del-
tametropool, 2001; see also VROM-raad, 2001). Contrary to the message of the 
Deltametropolis Association, the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 
Analysis (CPB) and three fellow institutes objected to the idea of designating 
Deltametropolis as a single urban network (CPB et al., 2001). They considered 
the gap between the spatial scale of the Deltametropolis urban network and that 
at which the bulk of people’s daily activities take place too large. In their re-
sponse they presented a variety of transport and migration figures indicating that 
various kinds of functional relationships (travel-to-work, travel-for-leisure, 
household migration, firm migration) extended over distances which better re-
lated to the scale of the urban district (r_15 km) than to the scale of Deltametro-
polis (r_40 km). The planning offices considered urban districts or the ‘network 
cities’ as identified in the Starting Memorandum (see earlier) much better units 
for analysis, coordination and joint policy-making in the field of spatial develop-
ment, even more so since the figures indicate that the development over time 
does not justify the expectation that the Deltametropolis will constitute peoples’ 
daily activity space within years or even decades.  
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Yet, in the end, central government proved more susceptible to the ar-
gument of the Deltametropolis Association than to the criticism of the united 
planning offices. Like the Working Commission for the Western Netherlands 
had done almost 45 years ago, central government singled out and conceptual-
ized various levels of spatial integration but ultimately pleaded for the level of the 
Randstad/Deltametropolis as the most relevant level for policymaking in the 
west of the country. In the adjusted and – at the time of writing – latest version 
of the Fifth Policy Document, the suggestion to split up Deltametropolis into a 
number of smaller urban networks is rejected (VROM, 2001b, p. 32) The gov-
ernment acknowledges that the scale of urban districts remains relevant for spe-
cific day-to-day functions and processes, but in the light of the international 
ambitions formulated, considers it even more important to conceive the Rand-
stad/Green Heart area as a single, comprehensive urban network. In addition, 
instead of being presented as one out of six national urban networks, Del-
tametropolis is now given the special status of ‘development perspective’ in its 
own right. Stronger emphasis is put on the international ambitions attached to 
the concept. Deltametropolis is explicitly presented as a ‘national urban network 
of international magnitude’ (ibid., p. 44), the development of which is the coun-
try’s best bet for future success.  
 
Deltametropolis: old wine in new bottles or world city status brought within reach?  
The latest attempt to pursue global city region status for the urbanized west of 
the Netherlands is largely put in words that are well adapted to present-day spa-
tial planning discourse. The use of “the rise of the network society” as the domi-
nant frame of reference has already been mentioned, but also state-of-the-art 
ideas about urban–rural relationships have found their way into the discussion. 
For instance, the Randstad and the Green Heart are no longer conceived as each 
other’s counterparts (‘red’ versus ‘green’ or urban contra rural) but rather as in-
terdependent categories of highly dynamic metropolitan landscapes and less dy-
namic ‘green-and-blue’ (rural, nature and water) landscapes (VROM, 2002, pp. 
12–13). More conventional, however, is the intention to develop various so-
called ‘top level’ locations spread all over the Deltametropolis. It brings back 
clear memories of the discussion on the D- and E-milieux held in the 1970s and 
1980s (see section 3.2).  

However, it would also appear as if the present undertaking is one of the 
most comprehensive to date. It is true that in the elaboration of the Deltametro-
polis perspective the desired urban form still attracts most of the attention and 
that basically the same questions that lay at the base of the Randstad approach 
more than 40 years ago have now reappeared in the design exercise carried out 
for Deltametropolis (see VROM, 2002). The main issue is again whether future 
urbanization should be concentrated on the so-called ‘Randstad rim’ (central 
government’s choice), allowed to extend into the Green Heart, or directed to the 
outer edges of the Randstad rim. However, as compared to earlier rounds, the 
aim to strengthen the functional integration of the area seems to figure more 
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prominently on the agenda now. The introduction of a new, very rapid circular 
transport system that could bring the main centres of the Randstad within easy 
reach of each other (the so-called ‘Rondje Randstad’) is being considered. And al-
though there seems to be only a slight chance that the system will be realized in 
the foreseeable future, it may be considered a modest breakthrough that func-
tional integration at the level of the Deltametropolis has become such a hot item. 
A similar story holds for the issue of regional capacity building. The fact that the 
entire Deltametropolis idea is brought into existence ‘from the bottom up’ by a 
group of local and regional actors is quite remarkable by Dutch standards. While 
the cooperation between the local and regional actors still has to demonstrate its 
durability and there is no denying that frictions still exist, the present situation 
seems to be more favourable than during the years of the NURI project a decade 
ago. The intention for the near future is to strengthen the region’s organizing 
capacity further by erecting an ‘Official Steering Committee for the Deltametro-
polis’ supported by a ‘Deltametropolis Secretariat’. These will be charged with 
coordinating the decision-making processes and implementation programmes 
required for promoting the development of Deltametropolis into one of 
Europe’s more prominent metropolises, while the Deltametropolis Association is 
supposed to continue to exist in its role as a creative think tank.  
 
3.5 Concluding remarks  
 
Although the Randstad concept is widely known as a concept aiming to contain 
urbanization, this article shows that elements of what could be labelled a ‘world 
city formation strategy’ have been part of the Randstad approach as well. The 
ambition to turn the Randstad into a world city, on equal footing with, say, Lon-
don or Paris was very much alive in the 1950s, when the idea of conceptualizing 
the Randstad was first advanced. However, the economic functioning of the 
Randstad has come second to prevailing preferences as regards urban form. Spa-
tial integration at the level of the Randstad has been repeatedly dominated by the 
strong desire to maintain well-defined cities of modest size in a non-urbanized 
countryside. In addition, the idea that sources of prosperity in a country as small 
as the Netherlands would be unequally distributed if the Randstad were strongly 
developed have overshadowed thinking about the Randstad as a ‘Dutch Me-
tropolis’. These two policy issues, i.e. which urban pattern should be followed 
and how central government should allocate its attention and financial resources 
across different parts of the country, are by themselves sufficient explanation for 
why world city aspirations have evaporated on a regular basis. And it is self-
evident that they are reappearing now in relation to the Deltametropolis perspec-
tive. For the Deltametropolis ambitions the question also remains of whether the 
newly proposed physical interventions and institutional reforms will indeed help 
to strengthen the region’s competitive qualities and lead to the creation of more 
prosperity and a better quality of life. There surely seems to be a risk that the 
rather narrow focus on physical measures leads the attention away from other 
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essential contributive aspects of a region’s competitive performance, such as the 
quality of the labour force or the learning capacities of the regional economy 
(Storper, 1997). In addition, the question remains as to which part of the popula-
tion ‘the making of Deltametropolis’ will bring gains and for which other parts 
(both within and outside the affected area) this will not be the case. Since large 
public investments will be needed to give shape to the metropolitan ambitions, 
the question of where the required money comes from and who will benefit 
from the investments made remains highly legitimate.  

However, apart from these nagging questions the proposed turn to Del-
tametropolis remains an intriguing phenomenon as it presents a very explicit ex-
ample of a polynuclear urban region becoming the subject of a deliberate 
metropolitan transformation strategy. As such, it presents an interesting illustra-
tion of the broader trends of ‘metropolitan regionalism’, ‘world city formation’ 
and the rise of ‘global city-regions’ as recently identified in the international 
planning literature (see Brenner, 1999, 2002; Scott et al., 2001) The fact that the 
entire undertaking was in essence set in motion by an effective lobby of local and 
regional public and semi-public actors is crucial to this. What we are in fact see-
ing here is that, for the first time in the modern history of Dutch planning, local 
and regional actors themselves, in a joint effort, have taken the initiative to re-
frame the Randstad concept: a remarkable sign of capacity building. Of course, 
only time will tell whether the Deltametropolis perspective as pursued by the 
local actors and as outlined in the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning will 
eventually prove more successful and durable than all former attempts to pro-
mote a metropolitan development perspective for the western part of the Neth-
erlands, attempts which were all expressed through new metaphors. Although 
the prospects for ‘Deltametropolis’ look quite bright (witness the widespread 
local and regional support for the perspective and its underlying intentions) the 
process will soon enter a new stage. This stage may well prove more difficult 
than the previous one. If ‘Deltametropolis’ survives the debate on the content of 
the Fifth Policy Document in the Dutch Parliament, one important objective of 
the Deltametropolis advocates will have been achieved. This is, however, not 
certain: the election of May 2002 resulted in a radical change in the composition 
of the parliament and new shifts will probably occur after the election in January 
2003, the result of the fall of the coalition government in October 2002.  

The next, potentially more dangerous, step will be to divide the joys and 
burdens which come with the implementation of the Deltametropolis perspec-
tive. Eventually and inevitably, the actors involved will have to weigh up local 
interests against the ‘general’ interests of the Deltametropolis. In particular, the 
councils of the four Randstad cities will have to prove that they have learned 
from the disastrous experience in the early 1990s, when they tried to draw up a 
common strategy for creating a metropolitan business environment at the Rand-
stad level. In addition, strengthening the organizing capacity of the ‘network me-
tropolis under construction’ while keeping in mind aspects such as legitimacy and 
transparency of decision-making and safeguards for democratic control remains a 
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serious challenge. Although the Deltametropolis approach advocates one single 
level, i.e. that of the Randstad as a whole, other levels, both higher and lower, 
remain relevant as well. The capacity of actors in the Randstad to switch between 
these levels and recognize interests and issues which are located at other levels 
will determine whether the Deltametropolis approach will become as deeply 
rooted in Dutch spatial planning as the Randstad concept.  
 
Notes  
1 This article is based upon research that was conducted within the framework of: (a) the 
EURBANET project which was co-financed by the European Community through the 
INTERREG IIC programme for the North Western Metropolitan Area (NWMA); and 
(b) the ESR programme ‘Spatial Developments and Policies in Polynuclear Urban Con-
figurations in Northwest Europe’ which is financed by NWO, BNG (Dutch Municipali-
ties Bank) and the municipalities of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht.  
2 The Working Commission was made up of representatives from the three provinces 
involved and the councils of the three largest cities: Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The 
Hague. The relevant ministries also took part, particularly Traffic & Water Management, 
Economic Affairs and Agriculture.  
3 Before WW-II spatial policy in the Netherlands was mainly an affair of local and re-
gional authorities. After WW-II the national government decided to take up responsibili-
ties in this field as well, by issuing amongst other things ‘national policy documents on 
spatial planning’. These documents state the spatial policy for Dutch territory for the 
years to come. They introduce policy instruments that serve the spatial development 
goals and they serve as a framework for spatial policy plans that are drawn up at lower 
levels of governance. National policy documents on spatial planning materialize in four 
steps. First the government presents its policy intentions (part 1). Next comes a docu-
ment reporting on the results of the public enquiry and consultation procedure (part 2). 
Based upon part 1 and 2, the ‘cabinet’s decision’ is issued (part 3). Finally, the cabinet’s 
decision is discussed by parliament, after which the result is published as the country’s 
official spatial policy for the years to come (part 4). Years may pass between the moment 
the decision is taken to start working on a new national policy document and the time the 
new document becomes official policy. On average a new national policy document on 
spatial planning is drawn up every ten years or so.  
4 ICES stands for the ‘Interdepartmental Committee for the strengthening of the Nether-
lands Economic Structure’. This Committee is in charge of advising the national gov-
ernment about the allocation of specially earmarked national funds to projects and 
programmes that serve the nation’s economic structure. At present (Winter 2002) the 
third round is being prepared. The first and second rounds covered respectively the peri-
ods 1994-1998 and 1999-2002. Since a large share of the funds is allocated to infrastruc-
ture projects, ICES can also be seen as a distinct form of spatial policy (see Hajer & 
Zonneveld 2000).  
5 The committee came to function alongside the other existing platform for cooperation 
in the Randstad, the ‘Randstad Region’ although it was soon decided that both would 
share the same secretariat (the Utrecht-based ‘Bureau for the Randstad Region’).  
6 The regions identified (North, South, East and West) were made up of three (North 
and South), two (East) and four provinces (West) respectively. The provinces were 
charged with making sure that a region would eventually come up with a joint position 
on the region’s spatial development strategy and spatial investment priorities.  
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7 These were roughly described as greater Amsterdam, greater Utrecht and the South 
Wing (i.e. the greater Rotterdam-The Hague region). Actually, these regions were labelled 
‘network cities’, but this notion was exchanged for ‘urban networks’ in the official Fifth 
Policy Document two years later.  
8 In early 2002, the Association had more than 30 members, including municipalities (12), 
chambers of commerce (5), various interest groups (5), district water boards (6) and 
housing corporations (4) (source: www.deltametropool.nl). 
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