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INTRODUCTION 

The Concept of the Cross-border Metropolitan 
Region and its Relevance to Luxembourg 

Christophe SOHN  

The acceleration of the globalisation of economic and cultural ex-
change over recent decades has resulted in a profound restructuring of 
the geographical framework at the political and economic levels (Scott 
1998). This spectacular spatial mutation has led to two distinct phenom-
ena which are nonetheless interrelated.  

Firstly, the concentration of people, resources and high-order ser-
vices within large metropolises has been accompanied by a networking 
of these “global cities” to harness flows of labour, capital and infor-
mation (Sassen 2001, Taylor 2004). Facing growth, international ex-
change and the arrival of a regime of flexible accumulation, the metrop-
olises offer points of anchorage favourable to networks of commerce 
and communication. They constitute the new bases of the development 
of the information economy (Castells 1989), which are now organised as 
an archipelago (Veltz 1996). Such a spatial reorganisation of the econ-
omy and society leads to a redefinition of the traditional prerogatives of 
the state vis-à-vis the urban centres and a revival of cities – or more 
precisely metropolitan regions – as territorial actors (Brenner 2004, Le 
Galès and Harding 1998).  

Secondly, the consolidation of regional integration mechanisms such 
as the EU and, to a lesser extent, NAFTA and MERCOSUR, has led to 
increased permeability of state borders in certain regions of the world. 
This relative opening up of borders has contributed to a larger process of 
territorial restructuring at different levels, of which the region is an 
essential one (Agnew 2000, Scott 2001). Such an increase in cross-
border relations can be manifested in an intensification of economic 
exchange between bordering regions, the development of institutional 
cooperation or restructuring at the level of culture or identity (Perkmann 
and Sum 2002). 

Despite the coexistence of the two phenomena – the close links they 
have with globalisation and the “new regionalism” that they promote – 
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they have different geographies and thus rarely confront each other. 
However, by taking the example of Luxembourg, which is characterised 
by the emergence of a cross-border metropolitan region, this study 
examines the intersection of these two dynamics. It aims to explain the 
connections between metropolisation and borders, as well as the charac-
teristics of a spatial object that remains unrecognisable, despite being 
emblematic of the dialectical relations between the global and the local. 

The first part of this introduction aims to specify the object of study 
by addressing the geographical realities that constitute it and critically 
examining the concepts used to understand it. While an attempt to 
summarise current thinking on the question remains incomplete, given 
the emergent character of the dynamics in question, it nonetheless 
allows for a better definition of the “cross-border metropolitan region”. 
In the second part, these conceptual considerations are used to analyse 
the nature of the phenomena of cross-border metropolisation occurring 
in Luxembourg and in the bordering regions and to examine the charac-
teristics of these. The final part sets out the structure of the book and 
examines the individual contributions. 

Origin and development of the concept  
of the cross-border metropolitan region 

Consideration of the issues surrounding cross-border metropolitan 
regions leads to reflection on the relations between the two objects that 
characterise the former: the city, in a broader sense, and the national 
border. As emphasised by the analyses of Saez, Leresche and Bassand 
(1997), as well as the work of Reitel et al. (2002), consideration of such 
a relationship is not only recent but in many ways counterintuitive. After 
presenting the foundations of this, this part attempts to describe the 
characteristics of the metropolitan phenomenon in a cross-border con-
text. The analysis proceeds by means of an examination of the way in 
which the concept of the cross-border metropolitan region has been 
understood in academic literature. Finally, a definition of the concept is 
proposed. 

Between city and border: a relationship that is not self-evident 

As a component of the nation state, the border has long evoked the 
idea of periphery or outermost extremity, of closure and emptiness, 
while the city has always been associated with the idea of centrality 
(economic, political and cultural), of accumulation and connectedness. 
The approach to borders taken by regional studies, and economic geog-
raphy referred to by Van Houtum (2000) as the “flow approach”, is 
emblematic of this vision, with borders seen as barriers generating 
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distortions in markets and border regions considered as economically 
disadvantaged areas that are not conducive to urban development. While 
from the point of view of political geography, the two objects bear the 
mark of state, their purposes differ: the border symbolises the limit of 
sovereignty while the city is part of the imposition of power (Reitel 
et al. 2002).  

These classical understandings refer to a spatial reality in which the 
border zone is a marginal space from the point of view of economic and 
social development (see in particular Christaller 1933 and Lösch 1940). 
This situation is associated above all with the desire of states not to 
develop economic and social systems at the margins of their territory 
that are difficult to control and likely to generate covetousness (Saez and 
Bassand 1997). To this can be added the military imperatives that confer 
on borderlands the status of military buffer zones (Foucher 1991). These 
conditions, which accompanied the formation of modern states from the 
16th century onwards, explain why the major cities and, a fortiori, the 
capital cities, are only rarely located close to an international border. 
While borders are generally not highly urbanised, two exceptions should 
be noted. First, there are cities that predate the establishment of a border 
and some of these have been able to benefit, legally or illicitly, from 
cross-border differentials and advantages they have been able to extract 
in order to develop and become relatively important urban centres (for 
example, Basel, Lille and Geneva). Second, there are border towns that 
have been created de novo by state decree. Numerous fortified locations 
have thus been built in order to strengthen the defensive function of a 
border and proclaim the power of a sovereign state (Denys 2002). In 
some cases – although these are rare – the creation of a border town 
following the imposition of a new border was done for economic or 
administrative reasons and not strictly military ones (such as Haparanda 
on the Sweden-Finland border). Whatever their origin, all the border 
cities remain places that are not only located close to a border but also 
are dependent on the border for their very existence (Buursink 2001). 

New articulations resulting in a shift in perspective 

Following the relativisation of the role of the state in economic and 
social regulation, and the exercise of political power (Jessop 2004), new 
perspectives have arisen regarding the relationship between city and 
border. The development of functional urban systems, though discontin-
uous, is no longer limited by national borders but rather increasingly 
concerns multi-national areas (Herzog 1990). This involves an effect 
linked to the opening up of borders and the intensification of economic 
and cultural relations. The border has changed from a “barrier” to an 
“interface” or “junction” (Strassoldo 1970, Courlet 1988, O’Dowd 
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2003) and the border regions have thus changed from being areas disad-
vantaged by their peripheral location to being potentially prosperous 
zones of socio-economic contact (Hansen 1977, Ratti and Reichman 
1993, Martinez 1994, Clement 1997, van Geenhuizen and Ratti 2001). 
For the cities, this porosity of state borders – with regard to the circula-
tion of goods, capital, services and people – constitutes an opportunity 
to take advantage of cross-border differentials (in particular in relation 
to tax and regulation) and to exploit the positive benefits that these 
represent for firms and workers. These changes occurred in different 
parts of the world over recent decades, but according to different time 
frames and modalities depending on the geopolitical and regional con-
texts. While the perspective arising from open borders is still particular-
ly relevant in Europe, the post 9/11 rebordering process and the present 
border security regimes in North America have made it more difficult 
for stakeholders to take advantage of the borders and their differentials.  

Within the EU, the rise of transborder urban spaces has led to coop-
eration that uses the border to strengthen the links between neighbouring 
countries and develop new modes of governance. Initially, these cross-
border arrangements were conducted at the level of cross-border ag-
glomerations and helped to resolve the local problems resulting from the 
proximity of the border such as trans-shipment within transportation 
systems or planning a joint infrastructure. It is only since the start of the 
1990s that formal cross-border cooperation on a metropolitan scale 
emerged, in particular around European cities such as Basel (Eurodis-
trict Trinational de Bâle), Geneva (Projet d’Agglomération franco-
valdo-genevois), Copenhaguen-Malmö (Øresund Committee) and Lille 
(Lille-Kortrijk-Tournai Eurometropolis). The development of these 
formal arrangements is linked to the promotion of legal tools and finan-
cial incentives dedicated to cross-border networking (e.g. INTERREG). 
Cross-border metropolitan cooperation involves not only a change of 
scale, but also a change of register as the strategic functions of metropo-
lises such as economic competitiveness, the strengthening of the inter-
connections of major transport networks, territorial planning and inter-
national influence are concerned. 

The existence of a metropolitan dimension to certain border regions 
has also been taken into account by the states in their regional develop-
ment policies and strategic visions. In many cases, this has involved a 
complete reversal of perspective in that the national authorities respon-
sible for spatial planning had long considered the national borders to be 
an insuperable limit. Thus, in France, the Interministerial Delegation for 
Territorial Planning and Regional Action (Délégation interministérielle 
à l’Aménagement du territoire et à l’Attractivité régionale, DATAR) has 
included eight cross-border metropolises (out of a total of 16 sites) 
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within its call for metropolitan cooperation launched in 2004 and in-
tended to consolidate the influence of French metropolises at the Euro-
pean level. In a similar way, the German Ministry of Transport, Infra-
structure and Urban Development (Bundesministerium für Verkehr, Bau 
und Stadtentwicklung) has developed a planning strategy for the country 
that includes a section dedicated to metropolitan areas and promotes the 
development of cross-border metropolitan networks (BMVBS 2011). In 
Switzerland, the Federal Statistical Office recognises two cross-border 
metropolitan areas in its territory: Geneva-Lausanne and Basel. Last but 
not least, and relevant for this book, the Luxembourgish government 
and its regional partners within the Greater Region (Lorraine, Rhine-
land-Palatinate, Saarland and Wallonia) have also decided to promote 
the development of a cross-border polycentric metropolitan region (see 
Sohn and Walther, Chapter 11). To these state initiatives aiming to 
foster the economic competitiveness of these new peripheral centres, 
one should add the interest that central governments have in maintaining 
a certain level of control over their border regions undergoing the 
process of metropolisation.  

The cross-border metropolitan regions are also subject to growing 
interest from the European bodies that see them as new economic and 
political units able to address specific issues in terms of governance. 
While the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) does not 
specifically target cross-border metropolitan regions, the strategic 
orientation document does state that “co-operative cross-border city 
networks can provide a means of overcoming development disad-
vantages in border areas” (European Commission 1999: 21). More 
recently, the issue of cross-border metropolises has been addressed in a 
specific way within the framework of the EU’s programmes promoting 
territorial cooperation. It must be noted that in relation to the objective 
of promoting a polycentric Europe, the cross-border metropolitan re-
gions represent new zones of global economic integration able to coun-
terbalance the economic hegemony of the “pentagon”: the space be-
tween London, Hamburg, Munich, Milan and Paris, which includes 
almost 32% of the population and 43% of the GDP of Europe. For the 
European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON), this interest 
is reflected in particular in the launch in 2009 of the METROBORDER 
project, which aims to improve the governance of polycentric metropoli-
tan regions in Europe and in particular within the Upper Rhine and the 
Greater Region.  

In summary, it should be emphasised that alongside economic and 
social interactions, political initiatives and their spatial manifestations, 
the emergence of cross-border metropolitan regions also takes place as 
for any spatial object as a discursive construction (Mondada 2000). 
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After this brief presentation of some elements of the discourse of the 
actors responsible for spatial development and its planning, a closer 
examination of the way in which cross-border metropolitan regions are 
understood within the academic discourse is necessary.  

The place of cross-border  
metropolitan regions within academic discourses  

An attempt to trace the emergence, development and place within the 
academic literature of a spatial concept leads to the delicate question of 
the relationships between a set of geographical configurations that share 
a certain number of joint characteristics, the way in which it is under-
stood and the words used to refer to it. A comparative examination of 
these elements and their interaction allows some details to be discerned 
about the construction (which remains ever incomplete) of an object of 
knowledge. It is also necessary to use a body of publications representa-
tive of the richness of scientific work and remain aware that such an 
exercise must inevitably remain subjective. 

A systematic bibliographic analysis based on SCOPUS data relating 
to the notion of the “cross-border metropolitan region” leads to an initial 
observation that the publications that understand this as a separate spatial 
category remain rare; there have been just 11 since 1990 (see figure I.1). 
Of these, attention should be given to the pioneering work of Herzog 
(1991) with its notion of the “cross-border metropolis”. As a 
comparison, the older concept of the border city is present in 89 
publications. However, articles concerning the process of the 
urbanisation of border zones and the resulting problems in terms of 
transportation, spatial planning and the environment are much more 
numerous (n=136). However, in the majority of cases (n=111), the 
cross-border context is associated with a generic understanding of cities, 
which covers highly disparate urban realities, from border towns to 
major metropolises. The limited number of studies on cross-border 
urban regions as a spatial object is reflected in the absence of a specific 
term. However, such a lexical variation must be interpreted with care. In 
certain cases, this reflects primarily the existence of differences in 
discursive practices within socio-cultural networks of thought (Bailly 
1999). While the Europeans speak readily of the “metropolitan region”, 
Anglophone researchers have generally preferred the term “city region”, 
which, at this level of analysis, refers to the same thing. In other cases, 
differences of vocabulary reflect objectively distinct geographical 
realities, in particular in relation to the size of the cities in question. It is 
true that a small metropolis with several thousand inhabitants such as 
Basel, Geneva or Luxembourg must be distinguished from megacities 
such as Hong Kong, Singapore or San Diego-Tijuana, which exert 
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influence over transnational sub-systems of several million inhabitants, 
despite the existence of a common denominator to these two categories 
of objects associated with the presence of national borders. 

Figure I.1 - Bibliographic research  
into cross-border metropolitan regions in SCOPUS 

The bibliographic searches were based on articles and reviews published since 1970 in 
social and human science publications indexed by SCOPUS (over 5,300 titles). The 
results reflect the situation as of December 2009. 
The first analysis was based on the concept of the “cross-border metropolitan region” 
as a spatial object. The aim was thus to identify publications that make explicit use of 
this term or a set of terms using synonyms or related words. In the absence of the 
specific term, it was necessary to expand the searches to include all the expressions 
commonly used. Thus, the cross-border dimension was included via three terms: 
cross-border, transborder and transfrontier. In the same way, the concept of “metro-
politan region” was addressed using five different terms: city region, metropolitan 
area, metropolitan region, urban region and metropolis.  
The second analysis aimed to document the existence of academic articles relating to a 
process of urbanisation or metropolisation of cross-border regions using the co-
existence of the terms cited above within a single publication. In this case, it was not 
the “cross-border metropolitan region” as a spatial object being investigated but rather 
the consideration of a context. 
While the SCOPUS bibliographic database includes publications in various languages, 
the searches used only the English terms. As all references indexed in SCOPUS 
include abstracts and keywords in English, the linguistic bias is limited. Furthermore, 
in order to prioritise those publications that are most relevant to the issues examined, 
the searches used only titles, abstracts and keywords. 

An examination of the geographical foundations of studies carried 
out shows a tendency towards diversification in terms of case studies. 
From 1980-90, the cases of Geneva (Switzerland-France) and Basel 
(Switzerland-Germany-France) in Europe, and El Paso-Ciudad Juarez 
(United States-Mexico) and San Diego-Tijuana (ibid.) in North 
America, primarily drew the attention of researchers (see Bailly 1987, 
Scott 1989, Gildersleeve 1978 and Herzog 1990). These are the most 
striking examples of cross-border economic integration: the concen-
tration of capital industry and tertiary activities within urban border 
regions, accompanied by a growth in cross-border flows of workers, 
goods and information. In the case of the Swiss agglomerations, this 
economic and social interdependence gave rise to the development of 
cross-border alliances, which conferred to these areas the role of a 
laboratory for territorial and institutional restructuring at the margins of 
states (Leresche, Joye and Bassand 1995, Lotscher 1991, Jouve 1996). 
Over the following decade, the number and diversity of case studies 
increased, taking into account the reinforcement of cross-border 
metropolitan integration and the interest aroused by this phenomenon. In 
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Europe, the cross-border cooperation taking place in Copenhagen-
Malmö (Denmark-Sweden), Lille (France-Belgium), Strasbourg (France- 
Germany) and Vienna-Bratislava (Austria-Slovakia) were the object of 
academic studies (see Hansen and Serin 2007, Baert 2008, Reitel 2006, 
2007, Jasso 2007). In North America, the case of Detroit-Windsor 
(United States-Canada) was added to the potential cross-border 
metropolises located on the border between the US and Mexico (Brunet-
Jailly 2000). Finally, in Asia, certain studies of the city-states of Hong 
Kong and Singapore also participated in this trend (Chen 2005, Fau 
1999). For the former, the intensification of economic relations with 
mainland China, and the new perspectives in terms of cross-border 
cooperation in the Pearl River Delta, allow the emergence of a “cross-
boundary global city region” to be observed (Shen 2004, Yang 2005, 
2006). In the second case, the establishment of cooperation between 
Singapore, Johor (Malaysia) and the Riau archipelago (Indonesia) from 
1989 onward gave birth to a cross-border economic region known as the 
“Sijori Growth Triangle” (Van Grunsven 1995). 

In conclusion, it should be emphasised that the increase in the num-
ber and diversity of analyses relating to cross-border metropolitan 
regions certainly reflects a strengthening of transborder urban space 
integration in different parts of the world. The growth of these studies 
also reflects increased interest in the areas formerly considered as 
peripheral which, in accordance with changes resulting from globalisa-
tion and efforts to construct cross-border polities, are now seen in a new 
light. That said, given the variety of case studies and the concepts used 
to address them, the academic discourse appears to be somewhat con-
fused, which ultimately poses the question of how clarification of the 
concepts used can be achieved. 

The usefulness of defining  
the “cross-border metropolitan region”  

Given a multifaceted object for which it is not easy to see the totality 
of possible configurations, nor the meaning that these should be given, it 
is debatable whether a definition can be elaborated. Would it not be 
better to leave the area of discussion open in order not to risk excluding 
certain phenomena of potential interest? Furthermore, how can one take 
into account the diversity of configurations and contexts in a definition 
that would necessarily render thought more rigid? While such arguments 
have good grounds, they are nevertheless strictly limited in their ability 
to place the object within a larger framework in order to analyse its 
specific characteristics. Indeed, offering a definition allows one to 
understand both that which is shared and that which proves different 
(Lévy 1997). In our approach, the differentiation relates to two different 
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levels. First of all, there are differences between cross-border metropoli-
tan regions and other urban configurations – in other words the speci-
ficity of the object and the interest in its study. Second, there are differ-
ences between case studies that lead us to investigate in the second part 
of this introduction the characteristics unique to Luxembourg as a cross-
border metropolitan region.  

In his pioneering work on San Diego-Tijuana, Herzog defines the 
cross-border metropolis as an “urbanized area fused into a single func-
tional spatial domain that transcends the international border” (Herzog 
1990: 139). This definition constitutes a good starting point. It takes into 
account the change of scale in the assessment of the urban space and 
adopts a dynamic understanding of the process at work. Such an ap-
proach appears, however, insufficient to evaluate the specific character 
of the complex object that is the cross-border metropolitan region. On 
the one hand, its descriptive dimension linked to a particular case study 
does not appear able to integrate the full diversity of existing spatial 
configurations. The geographical form of cross-border metropolitan 
regions can be subject to great variations as a function of monocentric or 
polycentric configurations of a region, the position of a border in rela-
tion to the metropolitan centre or centres and the scale of the urban 
system in question (metropolis or megalopolis), (see in particular  
Vandermotten 2010). On the other hand, this focus on form does not tell 
us much about the processes at work and their underlying mechanisms.  

In order to explain the nature of the object, some additional consid-
erations must be raised. On a global scale, a cross-border metropolitan 
region is a dense arrangement of knowledge, capital and labour, func-
tionally integrated within the world economy and its transnational 
networks. Such global embeddedness is reflected by the concentration 
of metropolitan functions such as decision-making and control (regula-
tion), innovation and competition, gateway and symbolic activities 
(Akademie für Raumforschung und Landesplanung 2007, Korcelli-
Olejniczak 2007). On a regional scale, a process of cross-border integra-
tion is at play. According to Lee (2009), integration is defined as “the 
creation and maintenance of intense and diverse patterns of interaction 
and control between formerly more or less separate social spaces”. 
Before moving forward, three clarifications must be made. First, the 
interactions that underlie cross-border regional integration are not 
limited to the economic sphere, but also concern other flows or transac-
tions like migration, political trust, institutional ties, cultural exchanges 
(Väyrynen 2003). Second, the existence of such interaction across a 
border does not necessarily mean that the territories converge. Some 
relationships can be highly asymmetric and can be fed by strong differ-
entials. If the possible convergence of the territories that interact across 
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the border should be considered insofar as it raises the issue of their 
social and territorial cohesion, this dimension is not a prerequisite for 
defining a metropolitan region, whether domestic or cross-border. Third, 
the existence of strong functional interactions does not necessarily result 
in strong institutional integration (Sohn, Reitel and Walther 2009). Also, 
the creation of formal cross-border institutions or political alliances may 
take place despite relatively weak economic interdependencies or func-
tional exchanges. As for any region, cross-border metropolitan regions 
are politically and socially constructed (Perkmann 2003). 

However, what makes the object specific is the active role of the 
border in the coupling between the different scales of integration at play 
described above. The central hypothesis that underlines our thought is 
that the relative opening of borders represents new opportunities for 
border city-regions to reinforce their position into the global economy 
and strengthen their cooperative regional identity. While it is of course 
not a matter of minimising the barrier effects and the obstacles that 
borders can give rise to, it is necessary to recognise, following Hansen 
(1977, 1981), that the border context may also offers advantages. At the 
economic level, the exploitation of a border can strengthen the competi-
tiveness of the metropolis via utilisation of differentials (especially in 
terms of salary costs and fiscal regulations) in a context marked by the 
relative porosity of borders and their increased permeability in terms of 
goods, capital, services, knowledge and people. The border can also 
represent a political resource for the actors in border regions engaged in 
the construction of territorial coalitions and alliances that transcend 
institutional divisions and offer them new perspectives. Finally, the 
resource can be symbolic in nature, when the border is used as an object 
of recognition in order to strengthen the international image of the 
metropolis and its influence (Reitel 2006, Sohn 2010). On the basis of 
these considerations, a cross-border metropolitan region can be defined 
as a region-level urban configuration inserted into the networks of 
globalisation and whose economic, cultural or political structuring is 
significantly linked to the existence of cross-border interactions.  

Focusing on the case of Luxembourg and its surrounding territories, 
the analyses developed in this book will mainly address the economic 
and political dimensions of the process of cross-border metropolitan 
integration. 

Luxembourg: a cross-border metropolitan region? 
Seeking to analyse the phenomenon of cross-border metropolisation 

using the example of Luxembourg may lead to surprises. The approach 
thus requires several clarifications. With some 90,000 inhabitants, 
Luxembourg is not one of the major European cities. However, the 
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city’s international influence and economic attractiveness far exceed 
those that would be predicted on the basis of its limited number of 
inhabitants. Of the 180 agglomerations included in the comparative 
analysis of European cities, Luxembourg takes the 51st place (Rozenblat 
and Cicille 2003). In his analysis of global city networks based on 
relations between advanced producer service (APS) firms, Taylor (2000: 
15) refers to “relatively strong evidence of world city formation” for 
Luxembourg.  

First, we attempt to find out a little bit more about the origin of the 
metropolisation of Luxembourg and its specific characteristics. This 
initial investigation of the cross-border metropolitan region leads us to 
then question the relevance of the concept of metropolis to the case of 
Luxembourg. The final part will examine the role of borders within the 
dynamic of metropolisation and the resulting challenges. 

A process of cross-border metropolisation driven by the state 

The emergence of the metropolitan functions that allowed 
Luxembourg to insert itself into global and financial economic networks 
originated in the 1970s when the state, anxious to deal with the expected 
decline in the traditional steel industry, decided to attract financial 
institutions via attractive tax and regulations (Bauler 2001). In a post-
industrial world increasingly subject to the vagaries of global 
commercial flows, it appeared to the country’s rulers to be essential to 
develop service activities and gain access to external markets, and 
finance appeared an effective means of doing this. The success of this 
niche policy was reflected in economic growth greatly above the 
average of European countries and was accompanied by strong 
specialisation in financial services for businesses. In 2005 the financial 
sector alone accounted for 19% of domestic employment, 31% of tax 
intake and 38% of the added value (Deloitte 2006). As the main 
beneficiary of this concentration of the activities most susceptible to 
agglomeration, Luxembourg City became home to the majority of 
knowledge-intensive jobs. The economic attractiveness of the city centre 
is such that Luxembourg City is today one of the rare European urban 
centres to have a ratio of jobs to residents of over 1.5. As the national 
capital and the home of such European institutions as the Court of 
Justice, Court of Auditors and the European Investment Bank, the city 
can also boast a central political and symbolic role that gives it a certain 
status on the international stage (see Trausch 1994, 2003).  

Centred on the urban agglomeration of Luxembourg, the metropoli-
sation is above all a matter of the state and not of the capital city, which 
plays only a secondary role within this process (Sohn and Walther 
2009). It is the state, on the strength of its sovereign power, that is at the 
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origin of the development of the metropolitan functions. Financial 
services, insurance, logistics and, more recently, research and develop-
ment, are strategic sectors that benefit from consistent political support 
from the central government. It is also the state that pilots urban plan-
ning measures intended to give the city both functional and symbolic 
metropolitan attributes. The development of the Kirchberg Plateau  
– which houses the European district, the Central Business District and, 
more recently, Luxembourg’s major cultural infrastructural projects 
such as the Museum of Modern Art (MUDAM) and the Philharmonic 
concert hall – was planned and implemented by the state via an urban 
development fund. This influence of the state can also be seen in the 
development of the cultural influence of the capital, as shown by the 
organisation of the Luxembourg and Greater Region European Capital 
of Culture 2007 event. The initiative in giving this event a cross-border 
dimension by involving the Greater Region was taken by the Luxem-
bourgish Prime Minister in order to strengthen the city’s role as a cul-
tural centre on the regional and European level (Sohn 2009a). This 
predominant role of the state within the process of metropolisation 
should be seen in the context of the territorial situation of Luxembourg. 
The small size of the country (2,586 km2) and the proximity of the 
national and local scales serve to reinforce the state’s capacity for 
action. In addition, the overlapping political nature of a bi-polar territo-
rial structure (local and central governments) and the institutional 
fragmentation do not favour the autonomy of the country’s 116 munici-
palities (Decoville 2008). In the absence of inter-municipal cooperation, 
the city, confined within its administrative limits, has only limited room 
for manoeuvre. The City of Luxembourg’s status as national capital is 
accompanied, as is usual, by closer state supervision than applies to 
other cities.  

An emerging “metropolis”,  
or the predominance of process over form  

Use of the term “metropolis” (“métropole”) brings up first of all the 
delicate question of the definition of a “model which has not yet reached 
maturity” (Lévy 1995: 57). Etymologically, the term means the “mother 
city, founder of colonies.” This meaning thus refers to the notion of a 
centre that controls and influences a large area. In practice, the term has 
long been used to refer to the main city of a country or region: an eco-
nomic and administrative capital. This initial observation leads to two 
traditional meanings. The first relates to the functions of command and 
control concentrated in metropolises, which thus constitute their essen-
tial element. This concerns both decision-making functions relating to 
economic and cultural activities, reflected in the concentration of com-



Christophe Sohn 

29 

pany headquarters and higher services, and the presence of a political 
and administrative authority such as a national or regional government. 
The second meaning, which follows from the first, emphasises the 
criterion of demographic size and is based on the observation that the 
larger the city, the greater its territorial influence will tend to be. The 
explanation relates to the fact that the advantages conferred by a metro-
politan setting (size of local market, economies of urbanisation) lead to 
a significant concentration of the functions most susceptible to agglom-
eration in the largest cities (Fujita and Thisse 2002).  

In light of these meanings, the case of Luxembourg appears at first 
glance to be problematic. While the growth of the financial centre and 
the presence of European institutions indicate a concentration of high 
value-added activities and command powers within the capital, this 
centralisation of metropolitan functions nonetheless fails to mask the 
fact that Luxembourg City does not have all the characteristics of a 
metropolis. The city does not have all the functions that are shared by 
the major metropolises, and the activities relating to culture and innova-
tion appear to be behind, despite efforts in recent years to strengthen 
these strategic areas. In terms of demographic size, the agglomeration of 
Luxembourg, with its 130,000 inhabitants, is far from reaching interna-
tional standards, with most authors agreeing that critical mass is reached 
at 500,000 to one million inhabitants (see Lacour and Puissant 1999). 
However, the size of a metropolis is necessarily relative to the dimen-
sions of the country in which it is located (Pumain et al. 2006). Thus, 
qualification as a metropolis can vary as a function of the geographical 
and historical context within which an urban framework is found. Is it 
then necessary to consider Luxembourg as a special case? 

On reflection, it is not so much the specificity of the case that raises a 
question but more the conceptual framework used to understand it. 
While the concept of metropolis remains associated with major urban 
agglomerations (from the mother city in ancient Greece to the large 
post-industrial city), the concept of metropolisation as a “contemporary 
form of the process of urbanisation” (Ascher 2003: 614) is much more 
fertile. It is ultimately a question of a process. Following Krätke (2007: 
5), “metropolisation is a paraphrase for the increasing concentration of 
economic development potentials of the research-intensive industries 
and knowledge-intensive services on metropolitan regions and urban 
agglomerations”. Over the course of globalisation, metropolisation does 
not restrict itself to the main urban centres but also concerns smaller 
urban entities (Julien 1995a). From this point of view, the case of 
Luxembourg underlines the limited interest of approaches that focus on 
population thresholds or the presence of activities and services that 
make a city into a metropolis, putting the emphasis instead on the 
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economic, political, cultural and territorial dynamics that underlie the 
process of metropolisation. 

To speak of metropolisation is above all to emphasise the ability of 
certain cities to adapt to the imperatives of globalisation and their inser-
tion into globalised economic networks. It is also to emphasise the idea 
that being a metropolis is not a fixed and immutable characteristic but is 
rather subject to risk and possible alteration towards new forms of spatial 
structuration, on the basis of socio-economic, geopolitical or technological 
transformations. Given the incomplete nature of Luxembourg’s metropoli-
tan status, it is necessary to stress the still uncertain aspect of the dynam-
ics at work. The very high specialisation of functions could represent a 
risk, as the durability of the activities driving growth is not certain over 
the medium and long term. Facing the uncertainties of a globalised econ-
omy, the metropolis is built up over the long term on the basis of feelings 
of belonging, shared values and reputation. Finally, mention of the term 
metropolisation is used to underline transformation of the forms and 
scales of urban spaces with the dilution of the urban areas beyond the 
built-up agglomeration contributing to the formation of huge functional 
ensembles (Ascher 1995).  

Borders as resources for metropolitan development 

In Luxembourg, metropolisation is accompanied by heavy functional 
integration of the German, Belgian and French bordering areas. Driven 
by the needs of a fast-growing financial sector, a heavy influence has 
been exerted over peripheral areas since the 1980s, in particular via the 
recruitment of cross-border workers. While there were less than 12,000 
such workers in 1980, the number of employees from Lorraine (France), 
Rhineland-Palatinate or Sarreland (Germany) and Wallonia (Belgium) 
reached 146,000 in 2008 (STATEC 2009a). This cross-border mobility 
linked to employment is remarkable, both in absolute terms and in 
relation to the number of jobs available, as 44% of salaried positions in 
Luxembourg are occupied by cross-border workers. As a comparison, 
there where 52,600 cross-border workers in Geneva in 2008 and 40,000 
between San Diego and Tijuana in 1998 (OCSTAT 2009, Bae 2003). 
When one examines the whole of the functional area of the agglomera-
tion of Luxembourg defined on the basis of home-work commuters, the 
functional urban region includes almost a million inhabitants, which is 
almost double the population of the country (see Decoville and Sohn, 
Chapter 4). 

In addition to the cross-border dimension of the metropolitan region, 
the decisive role of national borders within the dynamics of economic 
integration at work should also be underlined. The proximity of the 
borders allows Luxembourg to recruit skilled workers without having to 


