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Chapter 7
INDICATORS OF RURAL VITALITY'

A GIS-based analysis of socioeconomic development

Abstract: Concern for the socioeconomic vitality of rural areas has stimulated various
development programmes. This paper proposes a methodology to quantify the
policy concept of rural vitality following a strict socioeconomic interpretation.
The use of a Geographical Information System (GIS) and highly detailed
spatial data are crucial in this approach that allows the assessment of the
structural characteristics and performance of countryside vitality in the
Netherlands. The study shows that developments as regards population,
employment and facilities in small settlements in the generally well-accessible
Netherlands do not differ greatly from the national trends. The results thus
question the basis for the specific rural development objectives of the new
National Spatial Strategy.

Key words:  Rural vitality; socioeconomic development; small settlement; indicator;
geographical information system; the Netherlands.

1. INTRODUCTION

Many people consider that the vitality or socioeconomic potential of rural
areas is at risk. In particular, the continuously decreasing importance of the
agricultural sector in many western countries (see, for example, Van der
Ploeg, 2006) has led to serious concern about the socioeconomic prospects
of predominantly rural areas. Especially the rural areas in the more remote
parts of the EU “are still being depleted of population and economic activity
through cumulative self-perpetuating cycles of decline” (Copus et al., 2000).
This decline, by the way, has many more causes than a decreasing
importance of agriculture alone. The concern about rural vitality has

"' This chapter is a translated and extended version of the original Dutch publication: Koomen,
E. and Van Wilgenburg, R. (2006) Platteland en kleine kernen verrassend vitaal;
kwantitatieve analyse van de sociaal-economische veranderingen van ruraal Nederland. In:
Schrijnen, P.M. (ed.), Nieuwe economie nieuwe ruimte, nieuwe ruimte nieuwe economie;
bijdragen aan de PlanDag 2006, pp. 85-94.
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motivated the initiation and continuation of various rural development
programmes including the EU’s reformed Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP) and LEADER initiative. The new Dutch National Spatial Strategy
also has the specific objective of improving rural vitality that is believed to
be at stake in various areas in the country (VROM et al., 2004). In fact,
improving countryside vitality is considered such an important issue that a
related policy agenda and execution program have been drafted (LNV, 2004;
LNV et al. 2007). The current analysis aims to capture the essence of the
concept of ‘rural vitality’ and, furthermore, describe its current state and
development over time in The Netherlands. The analysis was commissioned
by the Netherlands Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the
Environment as part of the evaluation of their National Spatial Strategy. It is
interesting to note that this important policy document neither exactly
defines the concept of rural vitality nor explicitly specifies where vitality
problems occur. The assumed decline in vitality is specifically associated
with a decreasing local importance of agriculture that, amongst others,
causes agricultural buildings to become vacant (VROM et al., 2004). The
Spatial Strategy and related agenda and program, furthermore, lack a clear
description of the proper instruments to improve rural vitality, but the policy
documents stress the importance of providing rural communities with ample
opportunities for residential and economic development. These policy
guidelines do not distinguish between peripheral and more central rural areas
and aim to improve conditions in all rural areas. Seeing the uncertainties
mentioned above this paper centres around three research questions: 1) Can
the concept of rural vitality be quantitatively describes? 2) What is the
current state of this vitality? And 3) How did this develop in the period
preceding the implementation of the new Spatial Strategy, when more severe
spatial restrictions were supposedly hampering the rural development
potential?

The presence of specific rural development policies indicates that the
long-lasting academic debate questioning the actual existence of rural areas
(e.g. Friedland, 1982; Mormont, 1990) has bypassed policy makers. The
current paper does not participate in this debate, but rather follows the point
of view of Léon (2005) and “describe the rural world as a geographical
reality characterized by low population density and where the relative
abundance of land and natural resources leads to a specific combination of
built areas and open spaces”. This is very much in line with the functional
concept of rurality described by Cloke (2006) that is characterized by the
presence of extensive land uses and small lower-order settlements. More
specifically, the current analysis of rural areas is limited to small settlements
with less then 2000 residences and their surrounding open (non-built-up)
areas. This definition is comparable to the one favoured by the US Census
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Bureau that classifies places with fewer than 2500 residents and open
territory as rural areas (USDA, 2007).

The current paper first introduces the methodology of the research in
Section 2, which describes, in turn, this interpretation of the concept of rural
vitality, the selected set of indicators, and the spatial definition of the small
settlements that constitute the spatial units of the analysis. Section 3 then
presents and analyses the results for the rural Netherlands in comparison
with the average national trends. Finally, Section 4 draws a general
conclusion and discusses the policy implications of the outcomes of the
study and how they compare with similar (inter)national studies. A more
comprehensive description of this research, which also contains an analysis
of regional policy and an in-depth discussion of five local case study areas,
can be found in Smaal et al. (2005a; 2005b).

2. METHODOLOGY

‘Rural vitality’ is a rather broad concept that hints at the potential of rural
areas to overcome possible problems, such as the diminishing importance of
agricultural production, and to function as relatively independent entities that
survive without substantial external support. It is related to equally vague
and popular terms like ‘sustainability’ and ‘liveability’. This study gives a
socioeconomic interpretation of the concept of vitality that allows for a
relatively straightforward, quantitative temporal analysis. It thus refrains
from including issues such as social cohesion and community identity that
are more difficult to quantify and therefore lack the availability of temporal
series of detailed (spatial) data.

In this socioeconomic interpretation three main attributes are
distinguished: 1) population/ demography; 2) economic activity; and 3)
available facilities. These attributes are measured in terms of structure
(actual state) and performance (development over time), providing an
interrelated 3 x 2 matrix, comparable to the analysis of socioeconomic
sustainability offered by Copus and Crabtree (1996). For each of the six cells
in the matrix, one or more related indicators are selected that quantify the
distinguished socioeconomic attributes (Table 1). More specifically these
are:

Number of residences: indicating the size of the settlement and, by
approximation, its number of households. In accordance with spatial policy
this is an especially meaningful indicator because it relates to the intention of
the National Spatial Strategy to provide ample room for natural population
growth in rural areas and thus maintain rural vitality. These data are obtained
from the dwelling stock statistics of Statistics Netherlands (CBS, 2007) and
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are coupled to the centre points of six-digit postal code zones that
correspond to (part of) a street with, on average, 16 residences.

Employment: described here as the total number of jobs per settlement
and thus directly related to the strength of local economic activity. The
derived performance indicator characterising local employment growth is
particularly interesting since it is closely linked to the policy objective of job
creation (Terluin, 2001). The data for this indicator originate from the yearly
national inventory of workplaces and are also available at the level of six-
digit postal code zones. This data set lists the type of activity, number of
employees and place of business of individual companies, institutions and
self-employed workers (LISA, 2002). To describe total employment in a
settlement the numbers of employees from all types of activities are added
up.

Age distribution: related to the issue of vitality through the share of
young people (0-15 years) that offer promise for the future, and the share of
elderly (65+ years) people that supposedly characterize less vital
communities. These demographic data are taken from the key figures of
districts neighbourhoods collected by Statistics Netherlands that have been
combined with a geographical data set delineating these areas (Geodan,
2003). The spatial level of these data is coarser than that of the other data
sets that are available at the six-digit postal code level. Neighbourhoods are
roughly equivalent to small settlements, but they can also be larger or
smaller.

Available facilities: characterized by the number of basic facilities (retail
outlets, schools, catering establishments, basic medical services and
bank/post offices), the presence of which indicates the liveliness and
attractivity of settlements. The data on available facilities is also taken from
the yearly national inventory of workplaces. In this case, the number of
individual companies, institutions or self-employed workers belonging to
each of the distinguished types of facilities are counted irrespective of their
size.

Table 7-1. Overview of the attributes of rural vitality and their structural and performance
dimensions in which they are studied

Attributes Structure Performance

Population/demography ~ Number of residences Rate of change [%]
Age distribution Rate of change [%]

Economic activity Employment Rate of change [%]
Number of basic facilities

Available facilities (retail outlets, schools, catering Rate of change [%]

establishments, basic medical
services, bank/post offices)
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By comparing the socioeconomic structure in different years (1996 and
2000) it is possible to provide an overview of the rural vitality performance
since the time of the much-criticized restrictive spatial policy of the Fourth
Physical Planning Report (VROM, 1989). The supposed loss of rural vitality
is often linked to the many spatial restrictions in rural areas and has given
rise to the change in spatial policy laid down in the current National Spatial
Strategy that aims to give the countryside more scope for development.

The current analysis relies on the use of a Geographical Information
System (GIS) and highly detailed spatial data that enable individual small
settlements to be distinguished. These are defined here as: continuous built-
up areas with a minimum of 5 hectares and containing 11-2000 residences.
The starting point in this definition of small settlements is a geographical
data set that describes built-up areas, which is derived from the spatial land-
use database of the Central Bureau for Statistics (CBS). This data set
considers as built-up areas: primary urban areas of every kind (residential
areas, retail, business and industrial areas) and the functions related to the
urban area (various facilities, dumping sites, parks, cemeteries, recreational
areas, et cetera) as far as these are enclosed within the primary urban area.
Furthermore, built-up areas have to cover at least 5 hectares. An extensive
description of the way the basic built-up area file is established can be found
in Odijk et al. (2004). In addition, this data set considers as open (non-built-
up) areas: water, agricultural zones, nature reserves, airports, building sites
and sites with recreational accommodation areas.

Built-up areas that are quite close together (within 500 metres) and, as
such, can be supposed to be a coherent village area have been combined in
this study by means of a buffer operation in a standard desk-top GIS. The
(combined) built-up areas that have a minimum size of 5 hectares are then
selected and used to aggregate the various fine-level socioeconomic attribute
data sets relating to, for example, number of residences and jobs. The
aggregation is a straightforward procedure for the data that are available at
the level of the centre points of the six-digit postal code zones. In order to
correctly assign the coarser neighbourhood-level demographic data to the
settlements the age distribution statistics are first assigned to the individual
six-digit postal code zone centre-points located in a neighbourhood.
Subsequently, these values are averaged per individual settlement. This
approach has the limitation that it ignores possible differences in the number
of inhabitants per postal code zone needed to correctly weigh the importance
of each of these zones. The demographic statistics are, furthermore, assumed
to have a homogenous spatial distribution within a neighbourhood. Without
more detailed data, however, the current approach provides the most
accurate results possible. By way of example, Figure 7-1 illustrates the
different spatial levels of the available data sets. All available data sets refer
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to 1996 and 2000, apart from the demographic data for which the best
possible alternative years were selected (1995 and 2001 respectively).

©® postal code zone centre point

D neighbourhood zone
D small settlement P
m built-up area

Figure 7-1. Different levels of spatial detail in the included data sets.

Small rural settlements are then considered to be those built-up areas
with 11-2000 residences in the year 2000, excluding residences meant
specifically for recreation (holiday homes) or group accommodation (student
housing complexes, et cetera). Small settlements that have a predominant
employment function have also been left out of this analysis. These concern
fairly extensive business and industrial areas with relatively few residences,
in this case those that have a jobs-to-residences ratio of 20:1 or more, which
cannot really be considered small (village) settlements. By deliberately
constructing a spatial reference data set of small settlements according to a
meaningful definition, it becomes possible to analyse rural vitality at the
level where it matters. This approach has the advantage of not having to
perform the analysis at the level of existing administrative units that are
generally considered to be rather arbitrary (Cloke, 2006). The relevance of
the local, settlement level is questionable for phenomena such as
employment and service level, as most inhabitants in possession of a car will
be able to travel the nearest (larger) settlement that provides the needed
employment or wanted services. Nevertheless, the settlement level is chosen
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as vitality problems are supposed to occur at this level (VROM et al., 2004).
The selection of services is, furthermore, restricted to the basic services that
are considered vital for local communities.

To reflect the diversity within the small settlements a subdivision is
made, based on the number of residences per settlement. A distinction into
five size groups is established, each group having roughly the same number
of settlements. In order to place the analysis of the settlements in a broader
perspective, the results have also been included for the average over all
small settlements (11-2,000 residences) and, by way of reference categories,
the medium-sized settlements with 2,001 to 8,000 residences, and the
Netherlands as a whole are included. The picture of the countryside is
completed by the (total) figures for the open area outside the settlements.
This area also contains built-up areas smaller than 5 hectares and larger ones
with less than 10 residences (small hamlets). Although the open areas are
part of the rural Netherlands, they are of less interest for this study, as the
supposed lack of vitality is mainly expected to manifest itself in the small
settlements.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Population/demography

Table 7-2 shows the structural and performance dimensions of the
population indicator. On average, the number of residences in the
Netherlands has increased by 5 percent and in the small settlements by 10
percent in the survey period (1996-2000). In the smaller settlements (101-
500 residences) the average increase is largest. In other words: villages are
growing faster than the rest of the country. In the open area the number of
residences has only increased by 2 per cent. The vigorous building in the
countryside seems to be in contradiction with the pursuit of the long-
standing policy to preserve open space (RNP, 1958; V&B 1960) and
compact urbanisation (V&RO, 1977; VROM, 1989) and the general feeling
that building is close to impossible in the countryside.

Earlier studies, however, also point in the same direction as this study.
The Balance spatial quality 2000 (VROM, 2000) describes an even stronger
increase of residential addresses in the open, rural areas in the period 1990-
1999. This increase is stronger because of differences in the used base data
and the applied definition of open areas, but nonetheless confirms the
observation that significant building activities are occurring in the Dutch
countryside. A similar conclusion is drawn in another recent study that uses
more detailed spatial data (MNP, 2004). What is particularly interesting is
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that this study points out that the percentage increase of addresses is higher
in the small settlements than in the villages and small towns. The increase is
by far the smallest (about 3 per cent) in the open areas outside the built-up
area, which is in accordance with the general spatial planning philosophy
that such areas should be protected. Specific studies on the impact of the
restrictive zoning policies that concern substantial parts of the rural areas in
the contested western part of the country point out that building activities are
less widespread here, but not fully absent (Bervaes et al., 2001; Gies et al.,
2005; Koomen et al., 2008). So restrictive policy in the form of clear zoning
regulations does work, but only moderately. The relatively strong increase in
residences in the small settlements observed in this analysis is thus expected
to occur especially in those vast parts of the countryside that are not part of
specific restrictive zoning regulations.

Table 7-2. Number of residences by settlement size group (average per settlement), the open
area, and the Netherlands as a whole (absolute figures) and their performance (percentage
change 1996-2000)

Settlement size N Nr of residences  Nr of residences  Change
1996 2000 [%]

11-100 175 50 56 13
101-250 332 159 180 13
251-500 396 309 363 17
501-1000 291 647 704 9
1001-2000 215 1363 1448 6
11-2000 1409 472 518 10
2001-8000 231 3757 3978 6
open area 306,027 312,524 2
the Netherlands 6,276,066 6,589,699 5

Source: Statistics Netherlands (CBS, 2007).
Note that the column headed ‘N’ indicates the total number of settlements per size group.

Figure 7-2 shows that the structural dimension of the age distribution of
the population in small settlements is nearly equal to the national average.
Small settlements and especially the open area contain relatively more
persons in the 0 to 14 year age bracket and fewer persons aged over 65
years. This contradicts the current expectation that the rural area has aged
more considerably than the rest of the Netherlands.
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Figure 7-2. Structural dimension of age distribution in small settlements, the open area, and
the Netherlands as a whole for the years 1995 and 2001. Source Statistics Netherlands/
Geodan (2003). The figures on the y-axis indicate percentage of total population.

An analysis of the demographic performance in the period 1995-2001
(Table 7-3) shows that the percentage of persons aged 45-65 (the baby-boom
generation) and older than 65 has increased faster in the small settlements
than in the rest of the Netherlands. So, in fact, the proportion of aged,
although still lower than the national average, is increasing relatively.
Possibly the increase of the ageing population will materialize here more
strongly in the future. The proportion of the age bracket 15-24 years is
decreasing throughout the Netherlands, but more strongly in the open area
than in the small settlements and the Netherlands as a whole. So it is not true
that this age group is decreasing faster in the small settlements than in the
whole of the Netherlands, even though that is often supposed to be the case.
Incidentally, these developments are very significant for housing policy:
especially for aged people more specific housing will have to be provided. A
more extensive analysis of the demography and further intricacies of the
applied methodology are discussed in Smaal et al. (2005b).
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Table 7-3. Age distribution performance in 1995-2000 by settlement size group, open area,
and the Netherlands as a whole (percentage difference)

Settlement size 0-14 years 15-24 years  25-44 years  45-64 years 65 and over

11-100 0.2 2.4 -1.1 2.8 -0.3
101-250 0.4 -2.4 -1.1 2.6 0.2
251-500 0.0 -1.9 -1.4 2.8 0.3
501-1000 0.2 -2.0 -1.5 2.7 0.5
1001-2000 0.1 2.1 -1.6 24 1.2
11-2000 0.1 2.1 -1.4 2.6 0.5
2001-8000 -0.1 -2.2 -1.5 22 1.3
open area 0.2 -2.1 -1.1 1.9 0.1
the Netherlands 1.0 -2.7 -0.6 1.3 -0.1

Source: Statistics Netherlands/ Geodan (2003).
3.2 Economic activity

The structural dimension of economic activity in small settlements differs
considerably from the country as a whole. Small settlements both absolutely,
as well as relatively, offer less employment than the rest of the Netherlands
(Table 7-4). The lesser settlements (101-1000 residences) have roughly 1 job
for every 2 residences, while for the medium-sized settlements (2001-8000
residences) and the whole of the Netherlands the ratio is about 1:1. The
reason that the smallest settlements (11-100 residences) have relatively more
jobs is mainly because they contain some relatively large industrial or
business areas.

It is particularly remarkable that the employment performance in various-
sized settlements, as well as in the Netherlands and the open area, is nearly
the same. There is no reason then to suppose that the development of
employment in the small settlements is less favourable than the national
average. It will not do, however, to overestimate the importance of local
employment. Many employees are willing to commute to their work and
settlements with more than 2000 residences are a short distance away from
almost any smaller settlement in the country.

In the above-mentioned analysis, employment in the agricultural sector
has not been considered, as there are no reliable data available at this level of
detail. National statistics show that, within the period 1996-2000, the
number of jobs in the agricultural sector has decreased by about 10,000. This
decrease will have mainly taken place in the open area, but is relatively low
compared with the total increase in other employment of over 40,000 jobs in
that same area.
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Table 7-4. Employment by settlement size group (average per settlement), the open area, and
the Netherlands as a whole (absolute figures) and their performance (percentage difference
1996-2000)

Settlement size Number of jobs Number of jobs Change
1996 2000 [%]
11-100 79 88 12
101-250 82 94 15
251-500 180 206 15
501-1000 334 377 13
1001-2000 853 956 12
11-2000 279 315 13
2001-8000 3082 3505 14
open area 271,327 313,398 16
the Netherlands 5,995,670 6,830,006 14

Source: LISA (2002).
3.3 Facilities

The availability of basic facilities is considered an important indicator of
the quality of life in rural areas, and thereby their potential to sustain their
population level and possibly attract new residents. The relevant services
selected were: retail outlets (shops), schools, catering establishments (cafes,
restaurants, hotels), basic medical services (general practitioner’s practice),
banks or post offices. The structural dimension of the facility level is, as was
expected, directly related to the size of the settlements (see Table 7-5). Only
when a settlement has more than 1,000 residences is it, on average, likely to
have at least one basic medical service. Most of the settlements with less
than 500 residences lack banking or postal facilities. The smallest
settlements with less than 100 residences, on average, also have no schools.
But other facilities (retail outlets and catering establishments) are available
in most cases.

Regarding the development of the countryside’s vitality, it is especially
interesting to see its performance in facility level (Table 7-6). It is important
to note that the indicated performance is generally related to very small
absolute differences in the level of facilities. Within the smallest settlements
(11-100 residences) often only two or less individual facilities disappear or
appear in the period 1996-2000. These specific cases have been put between
brackets and are not taken into account.

On average, the development of the level of facilities in the small
settlements is keeping pace with the trends applying for the Netherlands as a
whole: the number of retail outlets (shops), schools and banks/post offices is
slightly decreasing, while the number of catering establishments and basic
medical services is increasing a little. The smaller settlements (101-500
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residences) usually develop less favourably than the greater small
settlements (1001-2000 residences). This survey suggests that the small
settlements are, on average, subject to the same general socioeconomic
factors (such as increase in the scale of retail businesses and schools,
reduction of the bank networks) as the rest of the Netherlands and do not
have their own, more negative, dynamics.

Table 7-5. Level of facilities by settlement size group (average per settlement), the open area,
and the Netherlands as a whole (absolute figures) in 1996 and 2000

Settlement size Retail outlets Schools Catering Basic medical Bank or post
establishments services offices

1996 2000 1996 2000 1996 2000 1996 2000 1996 2000
11-100 0.5 0.6 0.2 0.2 0.5 0.6 0.0 00 00 0.0
101-250 1.6 1.5 0.9 0.8 1.3 1.3 0.1 0.1 02 02
251-500 4.1 39 1.2 1.2 2.6 2.7 03 03 07 06
501-1000 9.9 9.5 1.7 1.7 4.7 4.9 08 08 12 1.1
1001-2000 225 223 2.7 2.7 7.8 8.2 14 14 1.8 1.7
11-2000 7.1 6.9 1.3 1.3 3.2 3.4 0.5 05 08 07

2001-8000 70.4 70.4 8.3 8.0 204 210 30 32 41 37
open area 2650 2876 457 456 2344 2492 57 56 53 47
the Netherlands 105009 103494 13560 13220 36676 37782 4522 4705 5005 4488

Source: LISA (2002).

Table 7-6. Facility level performance in 1996-2000 by settlement size group, the open area,
and the Netherlands as a whole (percentage difference)

Settlement size  Retail outlets Schools Catering Basic medical Bank or post
establishments services offices
11-100 5
101-250 -8 -5 -30
251-500 -6 -2 2 3 -17
501-1000 -4 1 4 3 -10
1001-2000 -1 -2 6 1 -7
11-2000 -3 -2 4 2 -12
2001-8000 0 -4 6 7 -9
open area 9 6 -2 -11
the Netherlands -1 -3 3 4 -10

Source: LISA (2002).

Nevertheless, the national data considered here tend to obscure the local
impact that the described developments can have. A reduction in the number
of schools by 5 per cent, as can be seen for the settlements with 101-250
residences, may seem negligible, but it does mean the disappearance of three
schools in four year’s time. It is likely that three small settlements will have
been wholly deprived of schools in this period. These incidental occurrences
are of great importance for the local perception of rural vitality. When such
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occurrences are reported in the media, they feed the image of a dwindling
countryside.

Concerning the figures discussed here, it should also be mentioned that
the number of residences per small settlement has increased by 10 percent on
average. So this implies that the number of schools and shops per house has
decreased faster (except in the open area).

34 Regional variability

Socioeconomic development in rural areas and small settlements can
generally be linked to the proximity of larger urban areas; the more
accessible rural areas tend to perform better in various socioeconomic
phenomena than the more remote rural areas (UK Cabinet Office, 2000;
USDA 2005; 2006; Copus, 2006). To test this situation for the Dutch
situation five different rural regions in different parts of the country are
compared to the average development (Figure 7-3).

The regions are defined at the spatial level of intermunicipal cooperation
regions following the Intermunicipal Statutory Regulations Act (WGR: Wet
Gemeenschappelijke Regelingen). Municipalities in these regions have
formally agreed to cooperate on various issues that may differ per region.
The regions range in size from 306 to 837 km2 and have about 150,000 to
220,000 inhabitants. Three regions (Oost-Groningen, Oosterschelde and Kop
van Noord-Holland) were selected because of their location at the periphery
of the country. Their population densities lie well below the national average
of 473 inhabitants per km’. By way of comparison, two regions are included
with a more central location, either in the vicinity of the second biggest city
in the country (Midden-Holland) or near a series of smaller cities
(Rivierenland). These regions have a higher population density. All regions
have at least one central settlement with more than 8000 residences. To
facilitate an easy comparison between the regions, the percentage differences
of each vitality attribute in the survey period are classified with respect to
the averaged national change. This straightforward approach only indicates
whether the local developments are more favourable (i.e. a stronger increase
in, for example residences and jobs or a decrease in the share of elderly
people) or less favourable than the average. Differences of less than one 1%
are indicated with a ‘0’. The applied method does not state the degree of
deviation from the average.

The socioeconomic performance described by this set of indicators
differs strongly between the selected regions (Table 7-7). Within the regions
we, furthermore, find marked differences between the small settlements and
surrounding open areas. This points, foremost, at the fact that the observed
developments are related to an accumulation of coincidental events. The
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relocation or closure of one local firm, or the development of a small new
neighbourhood has a significant impact on the regional statistics that rely on
relatively few settlements. On the whole, the Oosterschelde, Oost-Groningen
and Rivierenland regions seem to perform better than the national average,
whereas Midden-Holland and Kop van Noord-Holland show less favourable
developments.

P ,’1 ’ 4 ‘
QOosterschelde regio \
S i }
Kilometers /
0 50 100 e

major urban area

m case study area

Figure 7-3. The five case study regions and major urban areas in the Netherlands.

In the interviews that were conducted by Smaal et al. (2005b) as part of
this rural vitality study the relevant regional stakeholders put the general
image that the vitality in their regions is at stake into similar perspective. In
fact, the regional and local administrators in the relatively peripheral regions
of Oosterschelde, Oost-Groningen and Kop van Noord-Holland state that
their rural areas are not facing vitality problems. Stakeholders in the more
centrally located Rivierenland and Midden-Holland regions, on the other
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hand, fear a shortage of residences and a decline in service provision.
Interestingly, the results of quantitative analysis based on the set
socioeconomic indicators and the more qualitative interviews do not match
completely. This may be due to the fact that perception of vitality varies per
person and indicates the general difficulty in making the rather general
concept of rural vitality concrete. The selected case studies do, however, not
indicate that socioeconomic vitality develops less favourably in more remote
areas. It should be noted here that peripheral areas in the Netherlands can be
considered well accessible compared to many other, less densely populated
countries.

Table 7-7. Performance (percentage change 1996-2000) in five rural regions compared to the
national average

Region Popu‘lanon Spatial level N  Percentage difference (1996-2000)
density
[inh./km’] .
9]
Q . [=1))
2 >, & E%
T 2 ¥ + § 3% 3
e & 8 € 838 8
Midden-Holland 718 small settlements 12 - o 0 - - + -
open area - - 0o - - + -
Rivierenland 328 small settlements 61 + + 0 0 - 0o +
open area - + 0 0 - + 0
Oosterschelde 136 small settlements 58 + - o 0 - - -
open area - - + o+ o+ o+ ++
Oost-Groningen 184 small settlements 31 + - o 0 - + 0
open area - + 0 + - + o+
Kop Noord- 262 small settlements 24 0 - o 0 - - -
Holland open area - - o o0 + - --
The Netherlands 473 average [%] 5 14 02 01 -1 3 0

Sources: CBS (2007), Geodan (2003), LISA (2002).
The differences are classified as being positive (+), negative (-) or smaller than 1% (0).

4. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

The methodology presented in this analysis allows for a quantitative
assessment of the socioeconomic vitality of the small settlements and
surrounding open areas in the Netherlands. Following this socioeconomic
interpretation, it is possible to actually measure this broad policy concept,
quantitatively assess its actual state in relation to various reference
categories, and analyse its development over time. If the themes of housing,
employment, demography and level of facilities are considered important
conditions for vitality, it can be concluded that their structural characteristics
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and performance development are no different in the rural Netherlands than
in the rest of the country. Or to put it even more strongly: on the basis of the
indicators submitted here it cannot be concluded that the general vitality of
the countryside is deteriorating within the period considered. This is in
contradiction with the National Spatial Strategy (VROM et al., 2004) that
introduces this policy concept and states that the quality of life and vitality
of various, more rural areas, are deteriorating, as a consequence of the
continuous decrease in the number of agricultural businesses. This analysis
questions which form of vitality is meant in the National Spatial Strategy
and on what developments the recorded deterioration is based. Furthermore,
the suggested link with the decreasing agricultural activity is weak. The
remaining local employment has shown an appreciably greater increase,
within the studied period, than the actual decrease in agricultural
employment. In fact, the general spatially non-explicit policies hinted at in
the policy agenda and execution program related to the National Spatial
Strategy seem to lack a foundation in the observed rural developments. At
specific locations and for certain socioeconomic groups the vitality of their
rural surroundings may indeed be at stake, but in order to formulate sensible
spatial policies a more precise definition of the problems at hand is needed.
The use of GIS proved to be essential in this analysis. Its spatial
analytical capabilities allowed the detailed reconstruction of the small
settlements that are at the heart of this approach. The availability of several
highly detailed socioeconomic data sets for different time steps made it
possible to build a time series of vitality indicators. With the power of
contemporary personal computers, it becomes possible to integrate and
process the large amounts of spatial and tabular data for the whole country
Obviously, some critical comments in interpreting the results in figures
are called for. First, the submitted figures only represent the average
development for all small settlements in the Netherlands. It is important to
consider the fact here that situations can greatly differ regionally and
especially locally: a facility will appear in one settlement, while it will
disappear in another. The national trends only represent the net balance of all
local developments. They do, however, indicate which changes are structural
and, as such, are relevant to policy. A good insight into the local situation is
essential, however, for actually formulating a workable policy. A second
comment relates to the fact that, in this research, the indicators are a
simplified rendering of the socioeconomic phenomena behind them. For
example, jobs represent employment and the number of facilities represents
the availability of basic facilities. The size and quality of the facilities
concerned, however, are being ignored. As regards schools, either a small
primary school or an extensive institution for secondary education could be
involved. Likewise, a local shop has the same importance in these analyses
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as a large supermarket. Simply adding up these facilities and setting the
figures side by side for different years then comes close to comparing apples
and oranges. Again, it implies that the observed trends only give a rough
indication of the possible national developments. Thirdly, the time sequence
in this research (1996-2000) is rather short. When more recent data become
available, the applied set of indicators can be better utilized to trace the
development of the small settlements over the course of time.

However, notwithstanding the drawbacks mentioned above, the
conclusions in this analysis correspond to a recent, comparable investigation
in the Netherlands (Van der Reijden et al., 2002). That study on
developments in small settlements for the period 1990-2000 used a different
definition of small settlements (as locations with 500 to 5000 inhabitants),
but reaches similar conclusions as regards the increase in residences and
businesses, the decrease in shops and schools, and the relatively low share of
elderly people. These findings that development in the rural zone does not
differ greatly from that of the Netherlands as a whole are also consistent
with the findings of other research into the economy of the Dutch
countryside (Bauwens and Douw, 1986; Terluin et al., 2005). The latter
study concludes that the socioeconomic differences between the urban and
rural groups of administrative regions in the country are limited; their
indicators, at the moment, do not give cause for great anxiety about the
socioeconomic development in rural regions.

The relatively favourable development of rural areas described here for
the comparatively urbanized country of the Netherlands is, interestingly
enough, comparable to the situation in similar rural areas in other, developed
countries. The United States Department for Agriculture states that: “The
U.S. economic environment is quite favorable for rural areas” (USDA,
2005). Rural population growth is, on average, below that of metropolitan
areas, but shows strong regional differences: the rural counties adjacent to
metropolitan ones grew considerably, whereas the more remote counties
showed a population decline (USDA, 2006). The relatively highly urbanised
UK also experiences population and employment growth in its more
accessible rural areas (Ward, 2000; UK Cabinet Office, 2000). Even its most
remote corners show little evidence of any relationship between remoteness
and levels of economic activity (Copus and Crabtree, 1996). This may, in
their opinion, be partly attributed to the regional policies funded by the
national Government and European structural funds. The overall favourable
development in these regions may, however, obscure the fact that
problematic situations may exist for specific locations and especially for
certain low-income, less mobile cohorts of the community (Higgs and
White, 1997, White et al., 1997). In fact, numerous inventories of rural
development in Europe indicate a growing dichotomy between the more
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accessible regions that perform rather well in terms of population growth
and economic development and the more peripheral regions that lag behind
(Terluin and Post, 1999; Copus at al, 2006). The rural areas in the relatively
well accessible Netherlands clearly belong to the former group that performs
rather well.

A recent, extensive survey analysed several quality of life aspects in 28
European countries indicators and sheds an interesting light on the local
perceptions of rurality. This study focused on the urban-rural differences
(Shucksmith et al., 2006) and reveals that the perceived rurality and the
degree of urbanisation according to the official statistics may deviate
strongly. In most countries people perceive their environment as being more
rural than follows from the statistics. This points to an interesting
discrepancy between the formal description of rural areas and the way these
are perceived by a local people (as described in Shucksmith et al., 2006). A
comparable discrepancy is found between our socioeconomic analysis of
rural vitality and the national policy makers’ perception of this issue. These
significantly differing viewpoints give rise to potentially heated, but
unproductive debates that can only be prevented by agreeing upon common
definitions of the relevant concepts. The conceptualization of the rural
vitality theme presented here can hopefully provide a starting-point for a
more fruitful discussion on the future of our rural areas.
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