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Executive Summary  
 

A metropolitan region can be defined as a region with one or more densely 

populated urban cores in conjunction with the suburban zone. Metropolitan 

areas are the ñenginesò of development and can spread positive effects from the 

core city to the suburban zone as well as to their surrounding areas. However, 

they are also causing unintended negative effects.  

 

The main spill-over effects of metropolitan regions to their surrounding areas 

are: 

 

¶ Rural ïurban migration: Metropolitan regions attract people. People are 

migrating from the rural peripheral areas to the metropolitan regions swelling 

the demand for affordable housing in urban areas as well as challenging the 

ñshrinkingò of rural areas. 

 

¶ Societal links and multi-locality: People migrating from rural to urban areas 

keep social- and family ties to the area of origin. Multi-local lifestyles become 

important, challenging the transport systems. 

 

¶ Access to facilities with the highest centrality: Metropolitan regions provide a 

mix of highly specialised facilities with relevance for the whole country, as 

e.g. universities, highly specialised hospitals, theatres with nationwide 

renown, research institutes, etc. 

 

¶ Economic prosperity through agglomeration advantages: Metropolitan regions 

are the economic engines producing a high GDP per person employed driving 

a countryôs economy.  

 

¶ Linking the country to the world: Metropolitan regions are acting as 

ñgateways to the worldò of a country. Most international connections of a 

country as e.g. airports are rooted in metropolitan areas, a feature which is 

beneficial to the whole country. 

 

¶ Cities as regional outlet markets: Metropolitan regions are the outlet markets 

for the surrounding areas. In particular, they are potential targets for short 

distance deliveries of agricultural products. 

 

¶ Land take and soil sealing: Urban development in metropolitan regions 

stimulates land take and soil sealing. This does not only affect the suburban 

zone, but can also concern municipalities with a highly attractive landscape in 

the surrounding areas as targets for second home developments.  
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Unbalanced development within metropolitan regions and between metropolitan 

regions and their surrounding areas is challenged by a splitting of competences. 

Independent municipalities compete for influences, investments and inflow of 

residents. Their striving for individual advantages results in an overall 

unbalanced regional development. Solutions for achieving a more balanced 

development differ due to the different regional conditions and the government 

system. This calls for tailored approaches that pay attention to the following 

issues: 

 

¶ A common perception of the challenges and shared goals by developing a 

common spatial analysis and a common urban-rural strategy; 

 

¶ Development of a regional identity emphasising common history, values and 

goals strengthened by participatory processes at the level of citizens and 

public and private stakeholders. 

 

¶ Finding the appropriate form of cooperation in relation to the needs and 

preconditions of the metropolitan regionôs governance system; 

 

¶ Finding the cooperation themes that create added value, while leaving other 

development issues and administrative tasks to the municipalities; 

 

¶ Implementing concrete metropolitan projects beginning with small steps first 

producing concrete results and showcasing cooperation; 

 

ERDF funding can be an important tool for strengthening governance and 

implementing common ñmetro-regionalò solutions. There are several different 

types of solutions to which EU funds can contribute; these are; 

 

¶ Initial funding for less complex common projects which produce visible 

results, such as bicycle infrastructure, green infrastructure, metro-regional 

branding); 

 

¶ Helping to strengthen institutional cooperation and institutional capacity 

building and thereby reducing administrative barriers to cooperation across 

metropolitan municipalities; 

 

¶ Supporting common investments with projects of higher volumes, for 

example through tools such as ITIs, which should be made more visible and 

accessible (given the low interest for ITIs in the current period). 

 

EAFRD can help explore cross-sectional issues in urban-rural links that 

contribute to both rural and metropolitan development. EAFRD can especially 
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support the establishment of regional value chains and direct marketing of 

agricultural products in metropolitan regions to create added value for the 

neighbouring rural regions as well as increase food supply in cities with lower 

transport distances. Moreover, the potentials for implementing EAFRD tools 

such as the community-led local development (CLLD) in the context of urban-

rural cooperation should be explored.  

 

Likewise, ESF can help finance actions that support metropolitan cooperation in 

social development.  

 

Thus, ESIF funds can make cooperation more attractive and more accessible by 

offering financial means that make it possible to implement joint actions. As 

such, they can contribute to reducing the dangers stemming from competition 

and conflict in and between metropolitan areas. 
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1. Introduction  
 

Urban areas are embedded in a wider territorial context. Metropolitan areas are 

the ñenginesò of development and can spread positive development effects 

throughout their regions. However, they are also causing unintended negative 

effects to the surrounding region. 

 

EU policies should be designed to explore complementarities between urban and 

rural areas within metropolitan regions and with their surrounding areas, rather 

than to (unintentionally) encourage a competitive relationship which may be an 

obstacle to cooperation. 

 

The file note will contribute to supporting policy-making by:  

 

¶ Assessing the positive and negative spill-over effects of metropolitan regions 

on their surrounding areas (or on the country);  

 

¶ Assessing the links between urban and rural areas through concrete examples 

of successful complementary relationships; 

 

¶ Providing policy recommendations on how to better exploit the 

complementarity and encourage a fruitful relationship between urban and 

rural areas, avoiding the negative effects; 

 

¶ Providing concrete examples of innovative ways of collecting statistical data 

on metropolitan areas in order to better assess their real situation (economical 

and societal situation). 
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2. Assessment of the spill-over effects of 

metropolitan regions on their 

surrounding areas  
 

What is a metropolitan region? 

 

Various definitions and delimitations of metropolitan regions exist. The OECD, 

in cooperation with the EU, e.g. uses the term ñmetropolitan areaò which is 

defined as a Functional Urban Area (FUA) comprising a city with its commuting 

zone. It covers a minimum population of 250,000 (OECD 2019). This FUA 

approach focuses on the actual functional/economic links of Local 

Administrative Units (LAU). Eurostat applies the OECD typology at the NUTS 

3 level for identifying metropolitan regions: in a NUTS 3 metropolitan region, at 

least 50% of the population lives inside a FUA that is composed of at least 

250,000 inhabitants (EUROSTAT, 2019).  

 

Yet, in practice there is no common way to delineate a metropolitan region. 

Especially the way stakeholders define ñtheirò metropolitan region often differs 

from existing scientific definitions (ESPON SPIMA, 2018 p.1). Common 

ground for all definitions is the existence of one or more densely populated 

urban cores in conjunction with less-populated surrounding territories, which are 

functionally linked to the urban centres by sharing common infrastructure and 

facilities, opportunities and challenges. However, there is in reality no clear 

borderline between a city, its surrounding municipalities and the rural area in the 

hinterland: there is often a gradual transition between the urban and the rural 

areas.  

 

Spatial planning science characterizes different types of land use patterns in the 

urban-rural context. They usually distinguish three categories of regions (Loibl, 

Piorr and Ravetz, 2011, p.25; Altmann et. al., 2012, p. 19): 

 

¶ The urban area or city includes the city centre, the inner urban and the outer 

urban parts.  

 

¶ The suburban/peri-urban zone includes a dispersed and non-contiguous fabric 

of built -up and open spaces surrounding the urban core areas. It comprises the 

villages in the direct neighbourhood of the cities under direct influence of 

urban sprawl. 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Nomenclature_of_territorial_units_for_statistics_(NUTS)
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Functional_urban_area
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¶ The hinterland includes rural areas surrounding the peri-urban area as well as 

small and medium sized towns with potentials for linkages to the bigger urban 

centre.  

 

Working definition ñmetropolitan regionò 
 

In the file note, we understand the metropolitan region as a region with one or 

more densely populated urban cores in commuting-conjunction with the 

suburban zone. The hinterland is not part of it, though it is a part of the wider 

country which is influenced by a metropolitan region. Usually, a metropolitan 

region includes several independent municipalities.  

 

Figure 1: Land use patterns in metropolitan areas 

 
Source: ÖIR based on Loibl, Piorr and Ravetz 2011 p. 25; Altmann  

et. al. (2012 p. 19). 

 

Relevant spill-over effects related to metropolitan regions 
 

Cities and metropolitan regions generate spill-over effects on its surrounding 

areas. Spill-over effects can result in positive as well as negative impacts on the 

socio-economic development of the region, the environment and the quality of 

life. Many spill-overs are interlinked with each other. Based on existing work 

related to spill-over categorisation (Artmann et. al., 2012, Copus, 2013, 

Piacentini/Trapasso, 2010), the spill-over effects can be structured along the 

following categories (see   
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Table 1): 
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Table 1: Categories of spill-over effects 
Main category Observed effects 

Societal links:  

migration ï commuting ï central 

facilities 

- Rural-urban migration and counter-urbanisation 

- Suburbanisation  

- Commuting 

- Human capital, societal links and multi-locality 

- Access to facilities with the highest centrality 

- Joint use of recreational facilities/amenities 

Economic links:  

agglomeration advantages ï 

markets ï consumers 

- Economic prosperity through agglomeration advantages 

- Linking the country to the world 

- Cities as regional outlet markets  

- Consumer links and trade 

Environmental links:  

space and land take ï air and 

climate -water and waste  

- Land take and soil sealing  

- Air pollution and urban heat 

- Water supply, waste and wastewater disposal 

Source: ÖIR, 2019. 

 

The figure below represents a general overview of the most important possible 

spill-over effects within a metropolitan region.  

 

Figure 2: Linkages of spill-over effects within a metropolitan region and 

between a metropolitan region and its hinterland 

 
Source: ÖIR, 2019. 
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The scope of the spill-over effects depends on the type of link, the size of the 

urban core and the transport infrastructure of the region. Usually, though not 

always, the intensity of a spill-over effect decreases with the distance to the 

urban core. For instance, the number of commuters decreases as the length of 

commuting distances increases1. Capturing these effects and their interrelations 

requires a characterization of the specific links and flows they relate to, their 

nature as well as their direction. 

 

As the scope of spill-over effects varies due to the type of effect and the 

conditions of a metropolitan region, the file note describes spill-over effects 

from the metropolitan region to the surrounding areas as well as spill-over 

effects within a metropolitan region from the urban core to the suburban zone.  

 

 

2.1 Societal links: migration ï commuting ï central 

facilities 
 

2.1.1 Rural -urban migration and counter-urbanisation 
 

Migration of people is caused by different opportunities offered within urban 

and rural areas. On the one hand, metropolitan regions provide a higher density 

of economic activities, more job opportunities and better access to services of 

general economic interest (SGEIs), whereas rural areas are often challenged by 

fewer job opportunities, fewer educational opportunities and more difficult 

access to public amenities. On the other hand, metropolitan regions are 

challenged by higher land prices and consequently less green and recreational 

areas and more pollution, whereas in rural areas land prices are lower and the 

environmental standards are higher. These factors lead to migration between 

metropolitan regions and their surrounding areas.  

  

 
1 However, in some cases, special urban-rural relations can cover very long distances. An example is the close 

touristic relation between Berlin and the island of Usedom at the Baltic Sea, which is a three-hour drive away. 

The nick name for Usedom as the bathtub of Berlin, dating back from the 19th century, shows this relation. 

(ARTMANN et al 2012 p. 33). 
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Rural -urban migration  has been a significant trend since the beginning of 

industrialisation and has intensified in recent decades as opportunities have been 

increasing in cities. Estimates suggest that by 2050, an additional 24.1 million 

people will live in urban regions in Europe, while the number of people located 

in rural areas will decrease by 7.9 million (ESPON, 2018). The growing 

attractiveness of metropolitan regions to people is closely interlinked with the 

shrinking of rural areas and their marginalisation. As their residents have 

relocated, rural areas have become marginalised, economically 

underperforming, inaccessible and unable to provide SGEIs for remaining 

populations, which fuels further depopulation. Thus, the push factors of 

metropolitan regions cause the ñshrinkingò of rural areas. This effect can be 

observed throughout Europe. Most metropolitan regions show a positive net 

migration, even in countries where many regions face a negative net migration 

(see the following map).  

 

Counter-urbanisation is the opposite trend to rural-urban migration. This 

concept refers to the migration of people from the metropolitan region to rural 

areas in the hinterland, keeping loose ties to the metropolitan region. The 

reasons for counter-urbanisation can be as diverse as new rural job 

opportunities, low land prices enabling more affordable space for residential use 

or the individual attractiveness of a rural lifestyle. Counter-urbanisation is often 

combined with commuting and/or home office work. Even if this phenomenon is 

minor, it could be an upcoming trend due to changing lifestyles and the 

opportunity of re-locating work in home-based office.  

 

Link to metropolitan policy 

 

In response to these spill-over trends, a policy dealing with rural-urban 

migration is challenged to keep job opportunities and public amenities within 

rural areas in order to improve the quality of life in and attractiveness of these 

areas. Furthermore, such policy needs to channel the rural-urban migration by 

providing living space in the cities to avoid a housing shortage leading to higher 

housing prices, which puts pressure on the inhabitants of the cities and entails 

out-migration. 
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Figure 3: Net-migration in NUTS 3 Regions 2005-2015 

 
Source: European Union, 2017 
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2.1.2 Suburbanisation  
 

Suburbanisation refers to migration within the metropolitan region. People are 

moving from the core city to the suburban zone within daily commuting 

distances. These more rural municipalities in the suburban zone of cities become 

an especially attractive residential alternative to the densely populated centres 

due to lower land prices and their proximity to open land. As more and more 

people migrate to these areas and commute to work, surroundings of urban cores 

are growing, land take is increasing and the originally rural municipalities 

become part of the suburban belt around the core cities leading to the 

(unwanted) effect of urban sprawl.  

 

This process is not only concerning municipalities in the suburban zone. It 

reaches beyond the immediate neighbourhood into rural areas and towns well 

connected with urban centres and within a daily commuting distance (ESPON 

URUC, 2018 p.15f). The scale of suburbanisation is varying, as a closer analysis 

of population development in the Vienna region shows (see Figure 4). Between 

1981 and 2001 the population within the city declined, whereas it increased in 

its surrounding area up to a distance of about 60 kilometres. Municipalities 

located further away from the city of Vienna experienced less population 

growth. Recent developments from 2001 show re-location tendencies to the city.  

 

Figure 4: Development of population in municipalities in the Vienna region 

related to the distance to the core city  

 
Source: ÖIR 2019. 
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Link to metropolitan policy 

 

A regional planning policy of a metropolitan region is challenged to manage 

sustainable spatial development by balancing provision of building land for 

enabling urban development in the city and its vicinity, while saving spatial 

resources, minimising land take and sustaining sufficient green space in the 

metropolitan area for ecological purposes, regional agriculture and 

recreational areas. 

 

2.1.3 Commuting 
 

Commuting describes regular travels for work- or education-related activities. 

Usually, it takes place between residential areas and city centres. The better 

commuting possibilities are, the more attractive relocation beyond the core city 

becomes. Indeed, the availability of means for commuting specifies the direction 

and extent of suburbanisation to a large extent. High speed transport systems to 

the core city fuels commuting along the transport axes. So, daily commuting is 

mainly going on within the metropolitan area.  

 

The example of the region of Frankfurt Rhine Main in Germany highlights 

commuting intensities found in many highly interlinked metropolitan regions. In 

2018, 58 of the 75 municipalities in the region had a surplus of out-commuters, 

in some cases of up to 60% of the total workforce of the municipality with most 

of them commuting to the core city of Frankfurt. Consequently, the core city of 

Frankfurt shows the highest surplus of in-commuters in the region (+ 267,000). 

Most municipalities with a surplus of in-commuters are direct neighbours of 

Frankfurt. Municipalities with lower shares of out-commuters to Frankfurt are 

located at the outskirts of the metropolitan region. This shows clearly the 

declining influence of the core city with increasing distance. (See case study in 

the annex). 

 

Depending on the modal split and the share of commuting made by private cars, 

commuting causes environmentally negative effects as e.g. air and noise 

pollution as well as land consumption. For instance, traffic congestion in the 

Region Nantes arises from more than 35,000 daily transports towards Nantes 

and 11,000 into the opposite direction (Auran, 2019). About 60% of the daily 

commuting is made by car causing a high level of network saturation, high 

pollution levels and high individual transport costs (PETR2 Pays de Retz and 

AURAN, 2017).  

 

 
2 PETR = p¹le dô®quilibre territorial et rural. 
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However, between the metropolitan regions and its surroundings, long distance 

commuting can be observed. Often this is taking place on a few days during the 

week and linked with the counter-urbanisation. 

 

Link to metropolitan policy 

 

A transport policy for metropolitan regions is challenged to provide a private 

and especially public transport network to enable fast commuting in an efficient 

way. At the same time, it should ensure the minimisation of negative 

environmental effects caused by commuter traffic such as air pollution, noise 

and a progressive urban sprawl and land take. Such policies act not only as a 

means of providing adequate transport opportunities, but also greatly influence 

suburban development patterns. 

 

2.1.4 Human capital, societal links and multi-locality 
 

In 2016 almost 60 % of the population within the EU was living in metropolitan 

regions and in most metropolitan regions the population is growing. Thus, the 

metropolitan regions are the main sources of human capital and there is a 

continuously inflow of people due to the rural-urban migration (see chapter 

above).  

 

However, even if people migrate from the rural areas to the metropolitan 

regions, social ties between them persist. Relatives and friends live in the rural 

areas, children living in the city visit their parents and grandparents in the rural 

areas, people inherit houses or properties when the parents pass away.  

 

Through counter-urbanisation and suburbanisation people are living in the 

vicinity of a city, but are still connected to the life in the city through friendship, 

the use of cultural or educational institutions in the city and other social 

networks. 

 

Multi-local lifestyles become increasingly important. More and more people live 

in more than one place and organise their everyday life in and between different 

homes. Often, there are only loose ties involving social relationships (Weichart, 

2015). This multimodal lifestyle affects many spheres: housing, work, leisure, 

social relations etc.  

 

Multi -locality is a chance for peripheral rural areas with a high environmental 

quality and considered as attractive places to live in, while enabling to keep ties 

to the economically strong cities. Consequently, mobility becomes more and 

more important as a determinant of daily life organisation. Furthermore, high 
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speed access to the electronic communication media, internet and mobile phone 

coverage throughout the country are preconditions for multi-local lifestyles. 

 

Link to metropolitan policy 

 

A policy for metropolitan regions is challenged by the role of metropolitan 

regions as living place for the majority of the population. It will enable 

sustainable mobility and the high quality access to internet and mobile phone to 

enable multi-local life-stiles that could increase the attractiveness of rural areas 

balancing rural-urban migration by supporting multi-local lifestyles. 

 

2.1.5 Access to facilities with the highest centrality 
 

Cities offer certain public and private services not only for the urban citizens, 

but also for people living in the surrounding area. These so called ñcentral 

goodsò require a sufficient demand base to be provided and maintained 

efficiently. Consequently, they are usually located in urban regions, which 

provide a sufficient number of potential consumers due to its high densities. The 

higher the ñcentrality levelò of a ñcentral goodò, the more potential consumers 

are required within their catchment area.  

 

Thus, high level goods are usually located in metropolitan regions, because they 

have the largest sphere of influence of a country. Their scope reaches far beyond 

the metropolitan regionôs borders. Such goods with the highest centrality are e.g. 

higher education institutions like universities, highly specialised hospitals, 

theatres with nationwide renown, opera houses, headquarters of banks and 

insurance companies, highly specialised shops, research institutes, laboratories 

etc. Metropolitan regions offer a broad mix of these highly specialised facilities. 

They have a social function as providers of these goods for the whole country. 

 

Link to metropolitan policy 

 

A policy dealing with the role of metropolitan regions as providers of highly 

specialised central goods for the country is challenged to support the urban 

regions financing these facilities. It needs to strive for a balance between the 

costs linked to the maintenance of these facilities while increasing the positive 

spill-over effects of these facilities to the whole region by enabling access also 

for people living in the surrounding areas. 

 

2.1.6 Joint use of recreational facilities/amenities 
 

In urban areas green space and recreation areas are limited, whereas the 

suburban area and especially the rural hinterland is usually characterised by 
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open, unbuilt areas with abundance of green space. They play an important role 

in satisfying recreational and leisure needs of residents of the core city. This can 

lead to the development of recreational areas such as golf courses, amusement 

parks etc., or the development of second homes (ESPON FOCI, 2010, p. 237).  

 

Urban citizen benefit from the amenities offered in rural areas. The ñwithin 

hinterlandò tourism and leisure can be an economic opportunity for rural 

municipalities.  

 

Link to metropolitan policy 

 

A policy dealing with urban-rural relations concerning recreation and leisure 

has to strike a balance between utilising positive spill-over effects from presence 

of green areas as recreational sites and mitigating potential negative effects, 

such as ñover-tourismò, land consumption by second homes or traffic related 

problems. These negative effects could pose environmental problems, diminish 

the recreational value of areas and/or put pressure on rural inhabitants. 

 

 

2.2 Economic links: agglomeration advantages ï markets ï 

consumers 
 

2.2.1 Economic prosperity through agglomeration advantages  
 

ñCities are economic engines in every country because they concentrate the 

social and economic activities that allow existence of economies of scale plus 

economies of agglomeration.ò (Villamil , 2010). One reason for this economic 

power of cities is that they provide relevant infrastructure to enterprises such as 

transport facilities and educational facilities like universities. These facilities are 

attracting businesses clustering their economic activities, a phenomenon which 

then stimulates the establishment of other businesses in the region benefitting 

from agglomeration advantages. 

 

Statistics show that economic activity is highly concentrated in metropolitan 

regions. In 2015 metropolitan regions contributed to almost 72% of the EU-28ôs 

GDP, whereas just less than 60% of the total EU population is living in 

metropolitan regions (Eurostat 2019).  

 

The following map contrasts levels of GDP per person employed in 

metropolitan and non-metropolitan regions in 2016 related to the national 

averages (which are set equal to 100). It shows that the average GDP per person 
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employed in non-metropolitan regions was consistently lower than the national 

average.  

 

Figure 5: GDP per person employed relative to the national average, by 

metropolitan and non-metropolitan regions, 2016 (national 

average = 100)  

 
Source: Eurostat, 2019. 
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