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“United in Diversity” is the motto of the European Union—we can use 
the same motto to define good metropolitan governance. 

Metropolitan areas are complicated patchworks of interlinked, contrast-
ing spaces. In a metropolis, we see the juxtaposition of natural and built 
environments; urban and rural land; as well as agricultural and industrial 
areas. All these spaces are connected by links that transcend municipal and 
other administrative boundaries. 

In Europe, like other parts of the world, millions of people enjoy the 
advantages of this type of urban living, mostly in terms of opportunity to 
work, study, innovate, create buinesses, enjoy culture, and more. But they 
must also endure challenges such as pollution, traffic congestion, noise, un-
safety, to name but a few. Nowadays, new pressures such as the climate 
crisis exacerbate these challenges and create new risks and responsibilities 
for local authorities. For instance,  metropolitan territories generate over 
two-thirds of Europe’s CO2 emissions. Therefore, while metropolises suffer 
through climate pressures, they also have an obligation to reduce their en-
vironmental damage. 

Today’s trend to metropolisation is reshaping Europe, and many met-
ropolitan spaces already have institutional agreements in place to govern 
these territories effectively. However, these efforts are hampered as met-
ropolitan governance has yet to find a solid anchor in European Union in-
stitutions, policies or even statistics. This report sets out the metropolitan 
realities that the European Union does not yet fully acknowledge.

At Metropolis, we want to improve metropolitan quality of life. Even in a 
longstanding urbanised space like Europe, metropolitan areas continue to 
be magnets—especially for young people in search of culture, innovation, 
jobs, education, diversity and leisure. However, despite having the world’s 
highest quality of living standards, Europe’s metropolises still present chal-
lenges to their inhabitants. These challenges are not equally distributed 
across demographics, including between women and men; young and old; 
or nationals and international migrants. 

The indicators in this report offer comparative and big-picture insights, 
which frame and contextualise the metropolitan realities of Europe. We 
hope they will equip leaders to find solutions to metropolitan challenges 
within Europe and beyond. 

Jordi Vaquer 
Metropolis Secretary General
September 2023
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executive 
summary

Europe is one of the most urbanised regions in the world, with nearly 75% 
of its population living in core urban areas (UN-DESA, 2018a). This trend is 
expected to continue, reaching around 85% by 2050 (UN-DESA, 2018a).

Europe is home to 231 metropolises. This means that Europe accounts for 
12% of the global total of 1 934 metropolises (UN-Habitat, 2020). The metropo-
lises covered in this report account for 7% of European metropolises and 12% of 
the European Union’s population (Eurostat, 2023d). Unlike other regions, such 
as Latin America and Asia, most European metropolises have populations be-
tween 300,000  and 1 million people. This reflects the high degree of territorial 
fragmentation in Europe, which is also evident in the number of local and re-
gional governments (CEMR, 2021a). This fragmentation poses governance chal-
lenges that Europe needs to address in the context of urbanisation.

Despite the territorial fragmentation of Europe, the region enjoys a high 
level of economic prosperity and quality of life. The metropolises analysed in 
this report show remarkable performance in indicators such as GDP per cap-
ita, transportation accessibility, employment opportunities and educational 
attainment. However, these metropolises also face significant challenges that 
affect their liveability. Some of these challenges are the relatively high risk of 
poverty and social exclusion, the ageing population and the rising problem of 
housing affordability. Moreover, as urbanisation progresses, first-tier metrop-
olises become more dependent on other regions for resources, which makes 
them more vulnerable to supply chain disruptions. This can lead to higher 
costs of products, living expenses and negative environmental impacts. Tack-
ling these challenges is essential to ensure the sustainable development and 
well-being of these metropolises and their inhabitants.

Europe’s urban development is marked by clear territorial imbalances 
among different subregions. The largest or capital cities, known as first-tier 
metropolises, often overshadow the second and third-tier metropolises, which 
are less prominent but more numerous and influential in shaping the future 
of urbanisation. These lower-tier metropolises may face more governance 
challenges due to their limited administrative capacity (OECD, 2015). Providing 
comprehensive and targeted support for all European metropolises requires 
substantial contributions from the European Union institutions, such as devel-
oping dedicated metropolitan policies and allocating specific funds for cohe-
sive territorial development. Moreover, it is important to establish a collective 
consensus on the true nature and role of European metropolises, rather than 
relying on vague definitions and proxy concepts. This will help to recognise 
their unique contribution to sustainable and inclusive development in Europe. 
However, providing comprehensive and targeted support for all tiers of Euro-
pean metropolises is not enough. It is also necessary to acknowledge the role 
of the wider regional and global community in supporting and collaborating 
with them.

Europe has ambitious targets and commitments for sustainable devel-
opment and climate action by 2030 and 2050, as set by regional and global 
agendas. To achieve them, metropolises need to provide high-quality services, 
transportation and housing in a sustainable way. This requires more economic 
resources, local capacities and governance efficiency. Moreover, European cit-
ies and metropolises should cooperate to tackle these challenges effectively. 
By adopting a metropolitan perspective, they can advance towards their sus-
tainability and climate goals while improving the quality of life.

https://population.un.org/wup/
https://population.un.org/wup/
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/gsm-population-data-booklet-2020_3.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/de/web/products-eurostat-news/w/edn-20230711-1
https://terri.cemr.eu/en
https://www.oecd.org/global-forum-productivity/events/Policy highlights - The Metropolitan Century (final).pdf
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economic development

environmental 
sustainability

quality of life

This report compares 16 European metropolises that belong to the first-tier 
category, meaning they are either national capitals (11) or large urban areas 
with more than 2 million inhabitants (5). Madrid and Greater Paris are the most 
populous, with over 7 million people each, while the Brussels Capital Region 
and Helsinki Metropolitan Region are the smallest, with 1 to 2 million people 
each. The sample also shows the high level of territorial fragmentation in Eu-
rope, with at least 1266 subnational governments involved in metropolitan gov-
ernance; a sign of the complexity and diversity of the challenges they face.

Most of the metropolises in the sample have a high degree of institutional-
isation, with 44% having a formal metropolitan authority and 31% being gov-
erned by regional-level entities. The rest have various forms of cooperation 
agreements but lack formal metropolitan or regional structures. The diversity 
of governance arrangements suggests that they are adapted to the specific 
needs and contexts of each metropolis, rather than following a common mod-
el. However, this could also indicate a lack of legal frameworks or political 
relevance for some metropolises. The most common competencies among 
the sample are education, transport, planning and development, followed by 
social, environmental and cultural policies.

The metropolises in the sample have an average GDP per capita of 42 581 
EUR (2021), which is almost twice as high as the EU average of 27 910 EUR in 
2021. This shows the economic strength and importance of these first-tier me-
tropolises in their national contexts, especially for those that are also capital 
cities. However, some metropolises have lower GDP per capita than others, 
indicating a concentration of economic activity and wealth within certain re-
gions. The average unemployment rate in the sampled metropolises was 7.5% 
in 2021, slightly higher than the EU average of 7.1%. The data from 2020-2021 
suggest that unemployment affects men and women similarly in most cases, 
but there is still a gender pay gap of 10% in favour of men in the countries 
where these metropolises are located (European Institute of Equality, 2022a).

High GDP growth or performance does not necessarily ensure positive out-
comes in other areas related to overall health and well-being. Focusing only on 
growth could lead to more territorial disparities and inequalities across differ-
ent European subregions.

 
The sampled European metropolises enjoy a high life expectancy, with an 

average of 81.3 years. This surpasses the European Union’s average of 80 years 
(Eurostat, 2023g) and the global average of 72 years by a significant margin. 
However, this also implies challenges for social security systems that need to 
be addressed to ensure the well-being of elderly populations in Europe.

The average risk rate of poverty and social exclusion of 18.5% in the sam-
pled metropolises. This is 3.2% lower than the European Union’s average. 
The economic strength of the metropolises partly explains this difference. 
They have a high GDP per capita compared to national averages. However, 
even with this relatively lower rate, the risk of poverty and social exclusion 
affects nearly 20% of the population. This means that almost 1 in 5 people 
in the sample faces this risk. Social benefits and transfers from national, 
regional and local governments help to alleviate disparities and contribute 
to a more equitable society (Eurostat, 2023a). Therefore, emphasising the 
allocation of these funds to metropolises is a highly effective approach to 
address these socioeconomic challenges, especially since combating pover-

ty and discrimination is a priority of the European Union’s Integrated Terri-
torial Investment.

This report also covered other important aspects related to the quality of 
life in metropolises, such as transport and housing. The sampled metropo-
lises have extensive public transport coverage, with 95% of residents having 
access to a public transport stop within a 500-metre walk (European Commis-
sion, 2020). However, there are still issues such as traffic congestion, air pollu-
tion, high CO2 emissions and safety issues (Urban Transport Roadmaps, 2023) 
that need to be addressed to achieve the 2030 sustainability goals. Housing af-
fordability is another crucial factor in the quality of life in Europe influenced by 
factors like population density, external economic factors and the positioning 
of global cities. However, further analysis should include data beyond the core 
cities of these metropolises to gain a comprehensive understanding.

The data from the sampled metropolises indicate a high per capita carbon 
footprint, which calls for urgent action on climate change. The average emis-
sions in the sample reached 7 metric tons in 2018, exceeding both the global 
average of 4.79 metric tons and the European Union’s average of 6.4 metric 
tons for the same year (World Bank, 2019).

The air quality in the sampled metropolises is generally rated as ‘moderate’ 
by the European Environment Agency (2023). However, some metropolises 
with higher pollution levels also have the highest car ownership rates. This 
implies a strong preference for driving and raises questions about the attrac-
tiveness and availability of other transport options.

Working together across local jurisdictions is a key strategy to tackle climate 
change effectively. The European Union has enacted policies and provided 
funding to support the climate transition at all levels, enabling European me-
tropolises to become leaders in environmental sustainability.
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governance

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2022/domain/time
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20230316-1#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20life%20expectancy,of%20the%20COVID%2D19%20pandemic.
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/information-sources/publications/working-papers/2020/low-carbon-urban-accessibility_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/information-sources/publications/working-papers/2020/low-carbon-urban-accessibility_en
http://www.urban-transport-roadmaps.eu/wizard
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.CO2E.PC?locations=EU
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/air/urban-air-quality/european-city-air-quality-viewer
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overview
 Metropolises are not merely 

physical spaces. They encompass a complex web 
of social, economic, cultural and environmental 
relationships among a diverse array of actors. 

These relationships create intricate dynamics and interdepen-
dencies beyond administrative borders and may require coordi-
nated management. Metropolises are often referred to as ‘urban 
agglomerations’, ‘functional urban areas’ or ‘metropolitan areas’. 
While metropolises represent the functional reality of an urban-ru-
ral continuum, metropolitan areas correspond to metropolises with 
a locally adapted institutionalised network of coordination and co-
llaboration that addresses the specificities of the functional reality.

This report presents a comprehensive analysis of a sample of 16 
European metropolises based on the Metropolis Observatory’s me-
thodological framework, which was established in 2017. The report 
covers four main aspects of the metropolises: their participation 
in the European Union, their spatial distribution, their political sys-
tems and their diversity. The metropolises are spread across the 
four European subregions, with a higher concentration in Western 
Europe (44%) and Southern Europe (31%) than in Northern Europe 
(12.5%) and Eastern Europe (12.5%). Most of the metropolises be-
long to unitary states (12 out of 16). The sample shows a high level 
of diversity, with differences in factors such as the number of local 
authorities in each metropolis, their coordination mechanisms and 
their governance models.

The report is organised as follows: The first section discusses 
how global and European goals, policies and actors have shaped the 
role of European metropolises. It also describes the environment in 
which European metropolises operate, their trends and patterns. 
The second section presents the analysis results for the selected 
metropolises across five dimensions. The third section draws the 
main conclusions and recommendations to address the challenges 
of European metropolises.

■   Eastern Europe

■   Northern Europe

■   Southern Europe

■   Western Europe

1. Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority 
(United Kingdom)

2. Barcelona Metropolitan 
Area (Spain)

3. City of Berlin (Germany)
4. Brussels Capital Region 

(Belgium)
5. City of Bucharest (Romania)
6. Amsterdam Metropolitan 

Area (Netherlands)

1

2

7

14

6

10

4

11

12

15

5

3

9

16

8

Manchester

Barcelona

Paris

Helsinki

Brussels

Turin

Rome

Katowice

Amsterdam

Stockholm

Berlin

Madrid

Stuttgart

Lisbon

7. Greater Paris (France)
8. Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

(Portugal)
9. Region of Madrid (Spain)
10. Stockholm Metropolitan 

Area (Sweden)
11. Metropolitan City of Turin 

(Italy)
12. Rome Metropolitan Area 

(Italy) 

13. Planning Association East - 
Vienna (Austria)

14. Helsinki Metropolitan 
Region (Finland)

15. Upper Silesian-Zagłębie 
Metropolis - Katowice 
(Poland)

16. Great Stuttgart Region 
(Germany)

13
Vienna

Bucharest

Figure 1

european metropolises sampled for this report
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how european 
cities became 
metropolises

Europe has a high level of urbanisa-
tion, with nearly 75% of its population 
living in urban areas. This is much higher 
than the global average, which was 56% 
in 2020 (UN-DESA, 2018a). Since 1950, 
Europe has experienced a significant 
urbanisation process, changing from a 
mainly rural and industrial continent to 
a modern and urbanised region (Euro-
pean Investment Bank, 2018). Howev-
er, the pace and extent of urbanisation 
have varied across the four main Eu-
ropean subregions: However, the four 
main European subregions. Northern 
and Western Europe became predom-
inantly urban by 1950, while Southern 
and Eastern Europe had lower urban-
isation rates of 46% and 39%, respec-
tively. By 1960, all four subregions had 
more than half of their population living 

in urban areas. Figure 2 illustrates the 
evolution of urbanisation in Europe and 
its subregional differences.

European urbanisation patterns 
are dynamic and changing. They 
will influence the development of 
Europe’s urban systems, which con-
sist of cities and their surrounding 
suburban, peri-urban and rural zones 
that have economic and social links 
with these cities. Managing these ur-
ban systems will demand long-term 
planning, innovative governance, en-
hanced local capacities and resource 
management at the subnational lev-
els. With urbanisation expected to 
continue in Europe and reach 84% 
by 2050 (UN-DESA, 2018a), metrop-
olises will play a crucial role in ad-
dressing those challenges.

Figure 2

changes in urban population growth across European subregions from 1950 to 2050 
Source: Own elaboration based on data from UN-DESA, 2018

69,7

77,9

71,6

80,1

73,8

82,6

76,4

85

77,1

87,2
89,2

64,6

76

68,6

78,5

72,1

80,2
73,4

82,2
74

84,6 87

51,7

71,1

57,4

72,9
63,1

74,9
67,6

77,5
69,9

80,6 83,7

46,2

66,4
51,3

69,2
58,3

72,1
62,8

75,4
64,6

78,9 82,1

39,7

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

68,2
48,9

68,956,6
69,963,8 72,268 75,7 79,4

Eastern Europe EuropeSouthern Europe Western Europe Northern Europe

https://population.un.org/wup/
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://population.un.org/wup/
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The European urban system 
consists of various types of cities. 
There are more than 800 cities in the 
European Union with a population of 
at least 50 000 and most of them (700) 
are small or medium-sized, with 50 
000 to 250 000 inhabitants (Nabielek 
et al., 2016). Among the larger cities, 
there are 28 capitals that represent 
their countries, such as London and 
Paris, which are also global hubs and 

engines of economic growth. Other 
major urban centres, such as Berlin, 
Madrid and Barcelona, have around 
4 million residents each and are also 
considered global cities. However, the 
size and capital status of a city does 
not always reflect its regional signifi-
cance. For example, Manchester is a 
key actor in the United Kingdom (Eu-
ropean Investment Bank, 2012), even 
though it is not the biggest or capital 
city in England.

European cities and metropo-
lises cooperate with each other, 
creating networks and overcoming 
obstacles within and across nation-
al boundaries. European cities and 
metropolises have a long tradition 
of dialogue and partnership, which 
has become more important over 
time (Lincoln Institute of Public Policy, 
2007). This cross-collaboration in Eu-
rope manifests in various ways. Some 
metropolises across national borders 
join forces to pursue common goals, 
such as the green megaregion formed 
by Oslo, Gothenburg, Helsinki, Malmö, 
Copenhagen, Kiel, Hamburg and their 
surrounding regions, which aims to ac-
celerate the green transition. Another 
example is the European diagonal, a 
cluster of cities and metropolises in 
Southern Europe, including Lisbon, 
Madrid, Barcelona, Marseille and Mi-
lan, that connects urban and rural 
areas, coastal zones and natural eco-
systems from a spatial planning per-
spective. Moreover, European cities 
and metropolises engage in regional 
networks such as Eurocities, global 
sectorial networks like C40 Cities and 
global crosscutting networks such as 
Metropolis and United Cities and Local 
Governments to exchange knowledge 
and promote urban and metropolitan 
agendas at the global level.

Europe is also experiencing a rise 
in intra-national collaboration. This 
collaboration - and the challenge of 
urbanisation - is leading to the emer-
gence of more metropolises across 

how urbanisation shapes 
collaboration in europe
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the region. By 2020, UN-Habitat iden-
tified 231 European metropolises 
(UN-Habitat, 2020). These 231 me-
tropolises represent around 12% of 
the total metropolises worldwide and 
host 12% of the European Union pop-
ulation. However, most of them have 
populations between 300,000 and 1 
million inhabitants, which requires 
effective governance to address sig-
nificant territorial fragmentation. 
Collaboration under this context may 
take the form of new and formal tiers 
of government (such as metropolitan 
areas), flexible agreements using ex-

isting tiers of government (regions) or 
even political alliances.

Cooperation networks among cities 
and metropolises in Europe are essen-
tial in promoting innovation, forging 
economic and political alliances and 
effectively addressing challenges such 
as climate change. While these chal-
lenges are similar to those faced by 
their counterparts worldwide, Europe’s 
distinguishing factor is the influential 
role of the European Union, which has 
fostered a culture of collaboration and 
holds the potential to positively shape 
metropolises in the region.

the European Union’s 
contribution to 
metropolitan governance

The role of metropolises in the 
global sustainability agenda is 
key to understanding the extent 
to which European cities have re-
sponded to the challenges of ur-
banisation by fostering collabora-
tion. This agenda has called upon the 
need for further coordination across 
subnational levels of government to 
achieve sustainable and equitable de-
velopment. In this context, three no-

table milestones should be highlight-
ed: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development launched in 2015 with 
17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), the New Urban Agenda and 
the Paris Agreement.

The 2030 Agenda and the SDGs have 
emphasised the role of cities and local 
and regional governments in promot-
ing and monitoring progress. In fact, 
around 65% of the 169 targets of the 

https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/pbl_2016_cities_in_europe_23231.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/pbl_2016_cities_in_europe_23231.pdf
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pt-br/news/lincoln-house-blog/megaregions-us-europe
https://www.lincolninst.edu/pt-br/news/lincoln-house-blog/megaregions-us-europe
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/gsm-population-data-booklet-2020_3.pdf
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1 Functional urban areas are defined as densely 
populated urban centres (cities) and adjacent 
municipalities with high levels of commuting 
to densely populated urban centres (European 
Commission)

2  NUTS are defined as a hierarchical system for di-

viding up the economic territory of the EU and 
the UK (Eurostat, 2021)

3 The European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF), to invest in the social and economic de-
velopment of all EU regions and cities. The Co-
hesion Fund (CF), to invest in environment and 

transport in the less prosperous EU countries. 
The European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), to support 
jobs and create a fair and socially inclusive soci-
ety in EU countries. The Just Transition Fund (JTF) 
to support the regions most affected by the tran-
sition towards climate neutrality.

17 SDGs will only be reached with the 
engagement of local and regional gov-
ernments (OECD, n.d.). The New Urban 
Agenda acknowledges the critical role 
of metropolises in developing sustain-
able spatial plans, transport and mobil-
ity solutions and infrastructure to mit-
igate climate change and disaster risks 
(United Nations, 2017). Lastly, the Paris 
Agreement and its subsequent confer-
ences recognised the importance of 
horizontal coordination across govern-
ments and city-regions, although with 
an initially limited emphasis on the role 
of metropolises.

Within this global context, the Eu-
ropean Commission (2020a) has put 
sustainability at the forefront of its 
agenda and emphasises the role of 
‘partnerships’ among different levels 
of government to achieve this goal. 
However, the European Union has 
not explicitly addressed the specif-
ic challenges and opportunities of 
metropolises in the region. Rather, 
it has adopted a more general ap-
proach to subnational cooperation 
and multilevel governance, using 
Functional Urban Areas1 and Nomen-
clature of Territorial Units for Statistics 
(NUTS)2 as analytical and statistical 
tools to capture territorial dynamics.

The concept of ‘city-region’ emerged 
in the late 90s as a way to promote re-
gional and territorial development in 
the European Union. In 2009, the ‘met-
ropolitan typology’ was introduced in 
a paper on territorial cohesion (The 
European Commission). This led to 
the establishment of an Urban Agen-
da in 2014, which provided financial 
and institutional support for sustain-
able urban development based on a 
‘supra-municipal’ perspective. For the 
2014-2020 period, this perspective fo-
cused on Functional Urban Areas, rec-
ognising the ‘spatial mismatch’ between 

core cities and their surrounding areas 
and the need for policy interventions 
that fostered multilevel collaboration 
(ESPON, 2019). More recently, the Euro-
pean Union adopted a hierarchical sta-
tistical system called the Nomenclature 
of Territorial Units for Statistics, which 
aimed to produce standardised data 
and analysis for the region that could 
inform European Union policies. How-
ever, in most cases, the Nomenclature 
of Territorial Units for Statistics levels do 
not correspond to existing metropolis-
es. By relying only on associative terms 
for metropolises rather than explicitly 
addressing them, there is a risk of un-
dermining the actual impact and bene-
fits of the analysis brought by existing 
metropolises in Europe.

Despite this limitation, the European 
Union has promoted policies and objec-
tives that have an impact on the urban 
and metropolitan dynamics of the re-
gion, even if they are not legally binding.
• The Cohesion Policy – the main 

investment policy of the European 
Union – aims to reduce the gaps 
between subregions in the Europe-
an Union (European Commission) 
by supporting job creation, busi-
ness competitiveness, economic 
growth, sustainable development 
and quality of life3. Since 2014, the 
Cohesion Policy has increased the 
involvement of local authorities in 
its delivery. Furthermore, for the 
2021-2027 period, the European 
Union has intentionally created 
incentives for supra-municipal co-
operation to achieve some of its 
policy objectives. This is the case of 
the policy objective called ‘Europe 
closer to citizens by fostering the 
sustainable and integrated devel-
opment of all types of territories’, 
which requires the use of territorial 
integration tools such as Integrat-
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ed Territorial Investment and Com-
munity-led local development.

• The European Regional Develop-
ment Fund is especially important 
in this regard. It supports integrat-
ed development and recognises the 
role of urban authorities in imple-
menting sustainable urban strate-
gies. The European Regional Devel-
opment Fund does not specifically 
target metropolises or metropol-
itan areas but rather Functional 
Urban Areas, which are defined by 
functional criteria rather than ad-
ministrative boundaries. However, 
metropolises or metropolitan are-
as can benefit from the fund by ap-
plying the Integrated Territorial In-

vestment Tool, which allows them 
to cooperate across different levels 
of governance, in accordance with 
the New Urban Agenda (European 
Commission, 2019).
These agendas and policies have 

prompted European metropolises to 
develop strategic visions and plans 
that tackle cross-municipal issues 
such as housing, mobility, planning, 
employment and economic devel-
opment. However, the crucial role of 
metropolises is still not fully recog-
nised and formalised. Existing Euro-
pean metropolitan areas have also 
urged the European Union to consid-
er them as essential partners (ME-
TREX, 2020).

https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/urbanstrategies/territorial-focus#the-functional-area-approach
https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/urbanstrategies/territorial-focus#the-functional-area-approach
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funding/erdf_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funding/erdf_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funding/cohesion-fund_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funding/cohesion-fund_en
https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fund-plus/en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funding/just-transition-fund_en
https://www.oecd.org/about/impact/achieving-sdgs-in-cities-and-regions.htm
https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-English.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/system/files/2020-11/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_staff_working_document_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0616:FIN:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0616:FIN:EN:PDF
https://www.espon.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/espon-functionality in metropolitan areas-web.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/european-regional-development-fund-erdf_en
https://www.urbanagenda.urban-initiative.eu/sites/default/files/2022-10/assess_uaeu_en.pdf
https://www.urbanagenda.urban-initiative.eu/sites/default/files/2022-10/assess_uaeu_en.pdf
https://www.eurometrex.org/events/metrex-and-urban-intergroup-at-the-european-parliament/
https://www.eurometrex.org/events/metrex-and-urban-intergroup-at-the-european-parliament/
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analysis of 
european trends

The governance of metropolises is 
intricately influenced by factors such 
as the number of municipalities in-
volved, the tailor-made mechanisms of 
inter-municipal coordination and col-
laboration and the legislative schemes 

established at the national level. This 
section  analyses the accomplishments 
and persisting challenges concerning 
metropolitan governance in Europe, 
focusing on the selected metropolises 
featured in this report.

Table 1

european metropolises sampled for this report 

governance and context

4 Based on European Union country profiles

METROPOLISES
LOCAL 

GOVERNMENTS 
COMPRISED

COORDINATION 
MECHANISM

NATIONAL POLITICAL 
SYSTEM4

Amsterdam Metropolitan Area (The 
Netherlands) 30 Collaboration agreement Decentralised Unitary 

State

Barcelona Metropolitan Area (Spain) 36 Metropolitan authority Unitary State

City of Berlin (Germany) 1 Collaboration agreement Federal State

Brussels Capital Region (Belgium) 19 Regional Authority Federal State

City of Bucharest (Romania) 2 Collaboration agreement Unitary State

Greater Manchester Combined Authority 
(United Kingdom) 10 Metropolitan authority Federal State

Greater Paris (France) 131 Metropolitan authority Unitary State

Helsinki Metropolitan Region (Finland) 26 
Regional Authority (Regional 

council acting as joint authority) Unitary State

Upper Silesian-Zagłębie Metropolis - 
Katowice (Poland) 41 Metropolitan authority Unitary State

Lisbon Metropolitan Area
(Portugal) 18 Metropolitan authority Unitary State

Region of Madrid (Spain) 23 Collaboration agreement Unitary State

Metropolitan City of Turin (Italy) 312 Metropolitan authority Unitary State

Rome Metropolitan Area (Italy) 121 Metropolitan authority Unitary State

Stockholm Metropolitan Area (Sweden) 26 Regional Authority Unitary State

Great Stuttgart Region (Germany) 179 Regional Authority Unitary State

Planning Association East - Vienna
(Austria) 291 Regional Authority Federal State

https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/country-profiles_en?page=1
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Fragmentation

Europe faces significant govern-
ance challenges due to its high level 
of territorial fragmentation. Com-
prising 6.8% of the world’s land area, 
the region is divided into over 88 400 
subnational governments in the Eu-
ropean Union member states alone 
(OECD & European Commission, 2018) 
and almost 115 000 in all of Europe 
(CEMR, 2021). This fragmentation is ex-
acerbated by the region’s prevalence 
of small to mid-size cities, primarily 
consisting of municipalities (please re-
fer to section 2).

When considering the territorial dy-
namics of European cities beyond ad-
ministrative boundaries, Europe has 
1514 cities with at least 250 000 inhab-
itants (Eurostat, 2021c). Although frag-
mentation in Europe is not inherently 
problematic – and as a matter of fact 

can indicate a higher level of account-
ability and democracy (Swianiewicz, 
2010) – it raises questions about lo-
cal capacities and urban governance. 
The intricate interconnectivity among 
local jurisdictions necessitates the 
adoption of innovative governance 
structures to effectively address the 
multifaceted economic, social, spatial 
and environmental implications.

This report analyses data from 16 
metropolises, consisting of at least 
1240 subnational governments (OECD 
& European Commission, 2018). The 
sample accounts for 12% of the Eu-
ropean Union’s total population and 
only 3% of its total land area. Over 
54.7 million people live in the sampled 
metropolitan areas, with slightly more 
women (52%) than men (48%). On av-
erage, the metropolises of the sample 
represent 14% of their nations’ popu-
lation. 

5    Adapted based on Eurostat 2013; Clark., et al 
2020; Hanxleden & Wedemeier, 2019

Typology of European 
metropolises 

Europe’s metropolises can be 
classified into three main tiers.5  
First-tier metropolises are home to 
over 2 million people. Capital-city me-
tropolises can also be considered first-
tier. Second-tier metropolises have 
populations between 1 and 2 million 
people and include some of the largest 
urban areas of the region but not the 
capital cities, whilst third-tier metrop-
olises correspond to a smaller agglom-
eration of territories with less than 1 
million people.

First-tier metropolises tend to be 
highly influential at the national, re-
gional and global levels. They tend to 
be centres of economic growth, inno-
vation and high standards of quality 
of life. First-tier metropolises also face 
complex challenges stemming from 
territorial and socio-economic dispar-
ities closely linked to their elevated 
cost of living. They also encompass the 
complexity of aligning shared policies 
and goals across a wide spectrum of 
stakeholders operating at different 
levels of influence, amongst others.

Europe has 18 second-tier metrop-
olises, featuring cities with economic 
and social performance highly rele-
vant to their national economies de-
spite not being city capitals (Clark et 
al., 2020). Second-tier metropolises 
may also face additional challenges 
related to the imbalances of the urban 
system. The imbalance arises due to 
the over-concentration in capital-city 
metropolises, both in terms of invest-
ment and attention from national gov-
ernments (Parkinson et al., 2012).

Lastly, Europe has 231 metropolis-
es; the majority of which are third-tier 
metropolises ranging from 300,000 to 
1 million people (UN-Habitat, 2020). 
This means that the smallest local gov-
ernments likely face additional chal-
lenges in terms of capacity to manage 

urbanisation dynamics.
All metropolises in the sample 

are first-tier metropolises, with 11 
being capital-city metropolises. The 
remaining five are non-capital metrop-
olises but with populations exceeding 
2 million people. Notably, Madrid and 
Greater Paris have particularly high 
populations, close to and over 7 mil-
lion, respectively. The Brussels Capital 
Region and Helsinki Metropolitan Re-
gion, although with the lower popula-
tions from the sample (1 to 2 million 
people), also serve as capital-city me-
tropolises (first-tier).

First-tier metropolises of the sam-
ple, unsurprisingly, exhibit higher pop-
ulation density than the average of the 
European Union member states, with 
606 inhabitants per square kilometre 
(km2) compared to the average of 112 
people/km2 in the European Union 
(World Bank, 2020). However, there 
is a significant drop when contrasting 
the average density of core cities from 
the sample. For example, Brussels has 
a density of 7527 people per km2 at 
the city level, while the Brussels Capi-
tal Region has a density of 683 people 
per km2. This emphasises the relative 
importance of core, often capital cities, 
within the European region.

Moreover, seven core cities are in-
cluded in the top 30 Global Cities Index 
(2022) from the sampled metropolis-
es. Amongst these, six are part of cap-
ital-city metropolises, while Barcelona 
represents the only non-capital city in 
the top 30 of the ranking. The height-
ened global prominence of these cities 
can be attributed to their robust eco-
nomic growth and innovation. This, 
in turn, enhances their national influ-
ence and stimulates further economic 
growth for their respective metropolis-
es (Hanxleden & Wedemeier, 2019).

Two key issues emerge from this dis-
cussion. Firstly, the European urban 
system exhibits imbalances and dis-
parities across different tiers of me-

Figure 3

metropolitan population 
Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat data 2021, except for the cases of City of Berlin, Greater Paris and Brussels, where more 
scale-suitable data was gathered.
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https://www.oecd.org/regional/EU-Local-government-key-data.pdf
https://terri.cemr.eu/en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/metropolitan-regions/background
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03003930903560547
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03003930903560547
https://www.oecd.org/regional/EU-Local-government-key-data.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/regional/EU-Local-government-key-data.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Territorial_typologies_for_European_cities_and_metropolitan_regions#A_typology_of_metro.28politan.29_regions
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://ejes.uaic.ro/articles/EJES2019_1002_HAN.pdf
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city
https://homepages.tuni.fi/markku.sotarauta/verkkokirjasto/Second_tier_cities_policy.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/gsm-population-data-booklet-2020_3.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.DNST?locations=EU
https://www.kearney.com/industry/public-sector/global-cities/2022#:~:text=The%20GCI%27s%20rankings%20of%20the,a%20forecast%20of%20the%20future.
https://ejes.uaic.ro/articles/EJES2019_1002_HAN.pdf
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tropolises, potentially resulting in 
social, economic and environmental 
inequalities. It is crucial to recognise 
that beyond mere growth gaps, a com-
prehensive analysis should delve into 
underlying factors, including historical 
and cultural influences. These aspects 
play a significant role and may necessi-
tate further examination. Moreover, it 
is important to acknowledge that such 
imbalances can impact European sub-
regions in distinct and varying ways. A 
holistic understanding of these influ-
ences is vital to developing targeted 
and effective solutions for addressing 
disparities within the European urban 
system.

Secondly, the high level of territori-
al fragmentation and the increasing 
number of third-tier metropolises 
may come with poor governance and 
insufficient administrative capaci-
ties, often leading to low productivity 
levels (OECD, 2015). The significance of 
this cannot be overstated, as local gov-
ernments are now faced with the daunt-
ing task of addressing complex global 
challenges such as climate change, 
which extend far beyond their tradi-
tional scope of responsibilities. In the 
absence of consolidated governance 
systems, European metropolises play a 
pivotal role in effectively tackling these 
challenges. The quality and models of 
their governance are of paramount im-
portance in achieving this goal.

Models of governance and 
competencies

By 2015, 51% of European metrop-
olises had some form of metropolitan 
scheme without regulatory powers, 
while 18% had metropolitan author-
ities with delegated powers (OECD, 
2015). This reflects a medium degree 
of institutionalisation in metropolitan 
governance (Metropolis, 2020).

The surveyed metropolises demon-
strate a degree of metropolitan in-
stitutionalisation that surpasses the 

European average. Within the sample, 
44% have metropolitan authorities, 
31% operate under regional-level gov-
ernments and the remaining 25% have 
diverse collaboration agreements 
without formal metropolitan or region-
al authorities. The level of institution-
alisation in first-tier metropolises may 
be shaped by national decentralisation 
reforms, which foster greater autono-
my and decision-making power at the 
metropolitan level. The exclusive focus 
on first-tier metropolises in the sample 
suggests that these cities are likely at 
the forefront of institutional consolida-
tion within their respective regions. In 
many metropolitan authorities, deci-
sions are commonly entrusted to rep-
resentatives from local governments or 
city mayors, leading to varying levels of 
accountability and democratic involve-
ment. However, a few instances stand 
out for their adoption of enhanced 
democratic processes. An example is 
the Greater Manchester Metropolitan 
Area, where the metropolitan Mayor 
is elected through a general election, 
providing residents with a more direct 
role in the governance of their metro-
politan region (Centre for Cities, 2022).

The spectrum of metropolitan com-
petencies in Europe is also closely relat-
ed to the level of fragmentation, which 
is indicative of the dispersion of powers 
and the degree of institutionalisation. 
To analyse the competencies across the 
sample, national-level data was collect-
ed using the Country Comparison tool 
(CEMR, 2021). Italy and the United King-
dom are the only countries that recog-
nise the metropolitan level with specific 
competencies as ‘metropolitan cities’ 
and ‘metropolitan district councils’, re-
spectively. In the remaining cases, com-
petencies primarily lie within municipal 
responsibilities, which could be devolved 
to metropolitan coordination but are not 
strictly delegated or assigned to them.

There are, however, common are-
as of focus amongst the sample for 
the metropolitan scale. These include 

education, transport, planning and 
development. These are followed by 
addressing social, environmental and 
cultural issues. Additionally, less fre-
quently but still importantly, metrop-
olises also handle the following: waste 
management, health services, care, 
employment and housing; they also 
deal with infrastructure matters, such 
as roads, sewage systems, water provi-
sion, police and fire services.

Finances

The sampled metropolises exhibit 
significant diversity in decentralisation, 
autonomy levels, budget per capita and 
other factors. However, it is essential to 
note that analysing this diversity poses 
a challenge due to the lack of compa-
rable data and standardised measure-
ment across different languages and 

methodological approaches. Particu-
larly, there is a lack of comparable data 
or research on the municipal finances 
of individual metropolitan govern-
ments, making it difficult to draw pre-
cise comparisons (Slack, 2017).

Germany, Belgium, Sweden and 
Spain have shown greater economic 
importance at the subnational level 
(OECD, 2019). This is reflected in the 
sampled metropolises of Berlin, the 
Great Stuttgart Region, the Brussels 
Capital Region, the Stockholm Metro-
politan Area, Madrid and the Barcelo-
na Metropolitan Area, with the highest 
levels of fiscal decentralisation from 
the sample. Furthermore, increasing 
responsibilities at the local level (e.g. 
crisis management and climate change) 
could also explain the extent to which 
national governments are increasing 
subnational expenditure (OECD, 2019).

Figure 4

fiscal decentralisation, fiscal autonomy and budget per capita 
Source: Own elaboration based on the World Observatory on Subnational Government Finance and Finance and Investment (OECD and UCLG, 2019).
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https://www.oecd.org/global-forum-productivity/events/Policy highlights - The Metropolitan Century (final).pdf
https://www.oecd.org/global-forum-productivity/events/Policy highlights - The Metropolitan Century (final).pdf
https://www.oecd.org/global-forum-productivity/events/Policy highlights - The Metropolitan Century (final).pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/m1-_final.pdf
https://www.centreforcities.org/publication/everything-need-know-metro-mayors/
https://terri.cemr.eu/en/country-profiles/country-comparison-tool.html
https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/bitstream/1807/82864/1/imfg_perspectives_no19_localfiscalautonomy_slack_2017.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/f9117991-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/f9117991-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/f9117991-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/f9117991-en
https://www.sng-wofi.org/


24 —————  european metropolitan report european metropolitan report  ————— 25 

The sample suggests that the na-
tional political system may influence 
the level of fiscal decentralisation: the 
four metropolises part of the federal 
systems of the sample have above-av-
erage levels. However, further analy-
sis is required as the sample does not 
have a representative number of me-
tropolises for each political system to 
reach this conclusion.

Metropolises in the sample have 
varied levels of autonomy, with an av-
erage budget decision-making power 
of 75%. The Greater Manchester Com-
bined Authority carries the lowest level 
of autonomy at 46%. However, a deal 
for ‘levelling up’ was secured (UK Parlia-
ment, 2023) with the national govern-
ment. Through the deal, direct finan-
cial allocations will be set by equivalent 
government departments, with greater 
autonomy over its expenditure. Within 
this context, the Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority will receive new 
leverage in housing and climate change 
areas. It is important to note that 
tax-raising powers were not includ-
ed in the deal (UK Parliament, 2023). 
This means that although it will have 
greater autonomy, the extent of the 
resources is still highly dependent on 

national government and intergovern-
mental transfers. Despite the example 
of Greater Paris having tax-raising pow-
ers, it still demonstrates limited fiscal 
autonomy and decentralisation within 
the sample. This complexity highlights 
the challenges in using the available 
data as a definitive representation of 
metropolises’ finances. Consequently, 
further research is necessary to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of the 
financial dynamics at the metropolitan 
level.

When examining the budget per 
capita, metropolises have an average 
budget of 1800 EUR per capita. This is 
similar to the budget per capita at the 
city level estimated for 162 European 
cities, recently at 1500 EUR (LSE Cities, 
2023). However, it is important to clar-
ify that budgetary data available was 
commonly for the city level rather than 
at the metropolitan level. Among the 
sampled metropolises, Berlin stands 
out as having a correlation between 
metropolis size and budget per capita. 
It possesses the largest area and the 
highest budget per capita compared to 
the other metropolises in the sample.

Overall, metropolises’ autonomy, 
decentralisation levels and finances 
across Europe are complex and diffi-
cult to compare, mainly due to the lack 
of standardised available data. More-
over, they are highly contextual and 
constantly evolving. For instance, in 
Poland, despite having greater auton-
omy a decade ago and data from the 
sample backing up this, recently, “au-
thoritarian national administrations 
have cut city budgets and centralised 
power” (LSE Cities, 2023). The complex-
ity of data gathering might also be re-
lated to the level of fragmentation and 
the constant evolution of the number 
of subnational governments. However, 
this data is crucial to demonstrate why 
metropolises are relevant and how lo-
cal governments are better off through 
consolidation and cooperation at the 
metropolitan scale.

Women in metropolitan 
governments

The Gender Equality Index (Euro-
pean Institute for Gender Equality, 
2022) and the Percentage of Women 
Elected to the city council Legislative 
branch (PWE) are useful indicators to 
describe the gender perspective within 
governance. However, they might not 
necessarily be representative at the 
metropolitan scale. The Gender Equal-
ity Index primarily focuses on nation-
al-level data, while the PWE operates at 
various levels, making it challenging to 
formulate specific policies for women’s 
representation in metropolises. Never-
theless, these measures offer a gener-
al insight into gender mainstreaming 
across the sampled regions.

The average Gender Equality Index 
score for the European Union is 68.6, 
indicating that Italy, Portugal, Poland 
and Romania have scores below the 
average, suggesting significant chal-
lenges in terms of gender mainstream-
ing within these countries. Conversely, 

the remaining eight EU countries per-
form at or above the average. However, 
even with an average score of 68.6 out 
of 100, it is evident that the EU and its 
member Ssates still have a considera-
ble way to go before achieving genuine 
gender equality for all. Progress toward 
gender equality has been slow and une-
ven, with only a modest increase of 0.6 
points since the last assessment.

Regarding PWE in the sampled me-
tropolises, the average representation 
currently stands at 36%. However, none 
of the revised case studies accurately 
reflects the population’s diversity in 
terms of representation percentage. 
This disparity highlights a significant 
challenge in achieving adequate politi-
cal representation for women. The data 
suggests that there is still a considera-
ble journey ahead to close the gender 
gap in political representation within 
these metropolises. It underscores the 
importance of addressing barriers and 
implementing measures that promote 
women’s participation in political deci-
sion-making processes.

Figure 5

shared of elected women in local government 
Source: Own elaboration based on data from Metropolis Observatory.

Region of Madrid

Stockholm Metropolitan Area

Greater Paris

Helsinki Metropolitan Region

City of Berlin

Brussels Capital Region

Barcelona Metropolitan Area

Lisbon Metropolitan Area

Greater Manchester Combined Authority

Metropolitan City of Turin

Rome Metropolitan Area

Amsterdam Metropolitan Area

Upper Silesian-Zagłębie Metropolis - Katowice

Planning Association East - Vienna

City of Bucharest

Great Stuttgart Region

5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

TU
RI

N
. P

ho
to

: A
nt

on
io

 S
es

sa
 b

 v
ia

 U
ns

pl
as

h

% OF WOMEN ELECTED

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/english-devolution-whats-in-the-new-deals/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/english-devolution-whats-in-the-new-deals/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/english-devolution-whats-in-the-new-deals/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cities/Assets/Documents/European-Cities-Programme/Old-Cities-New-Ambitions-Digital-Publication.pdf
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cities/Assets/Documents/European-Cities-Programme/Old-Cities-New-Ambitions-Digital-Publication.pdf
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cities/Assets/Documents/European-Cities-Programme/Old-Cities-New-Ambitions-Digital-Publication.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/index_data__index_scores
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/index_data__index_scores
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/index_data__index_scores
https://w3.unece.org/SDG/en/Indicator?id=141
https://indicators.metropolis.org/


26 —————  european metropolitan report european metropolitan report  ————— 27 

The economic dimension plays a cru-
cial role in analysing the development 
of European metropolises. It provides 
insights into economic activity, produc-
tivity and competitiveness, which are 
essential for decision-makers and for-
eign investors. This section will explore 
indicators such as Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) per capita, employment 
share by sector, economic prominence 
and the unemployment rate. These in-
dicators measure the level of economic 
development, labour market structure, 
economic specialisation and job mar-
ket performance across the sampled 
metropolises. This chapter will offer a 
comprehensive overview while identi-
fying key challenges and opportunities 
for the future of first-tier European me-
tropolises.

To start, GDP per capita portrays 
a metropolis’ economic performance 

and wealth. The data on metropolises’ 
economic performance, most recently 
available for 2020-2021, needs to be 
viewed in the context of the global im-
pact of the COVID-19 pandemic (Emer-
gency Governance Initiative Policy 
Brief #03, 2021). The average GDP per 
capita among the sampled metropo-
lises is 42 581 EUR (2020/2021), almost 
double the European Union’s average 
(27 910 EUR, 2021). The Stockholm 
Metropolitan Area (71 700 EUR, 2021) 
and Greater Paris (60 100 EUR, 2021) 
are the two dominant metropolises 
with the highest GDP per capita within 
the sample. Also, sampled metropolis-
es with a lower GDP per capita exceed 
their respective national averages, 
such as Upper Silesian-Zagłębie Me-
tropolisa Katowice (18 200 EUR, 2020; 
Poland: 12 810 EUR, 2020). These find-
ings underscore the significant eco-

economic 
development

Figure 6

metropolitan GDP per capita 
Metropolitan GDP per capita using Eurostat data 2020/2021 except for Greater Manchester, Greater Paris and Stuttgart Region, where more sca-
le-suitable data was gathered. For further details, please refer to Annex 1.
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nomic activity concentrated with-
in first-tier metropolises, further 
highlighting their economic impor-
tance within their respective coun-
tries. This observation aligns with the 
previously described role of global cit-
ies and their impact on metropolitan 
economies.

In addition to GDP per capita, eco-
nomic prominence indicates me-
tropolises’ relative importance in 
economic productivity within their 
respective countries. Among the 
sampled metropolises, capital-city 
metropolises demonstrate higher 
levels of economic prominence. For 
instance, the Helsinki Metropolitan 
Region (39.6%), Lisbon Metropolitan 
Area (35.7%), Stockholm Metropolitan 
Area (32%), Greater Paris (25%) and 
Bucharest Metropolitan Area (27.7%) 
stand out as the metropolises with 

the highest economic prominence 
within the sample. This highlights the 
agglomeration advantages of capital 
cities, their economic power and na-
tional political and administrative sig-
nificance. As part of these advantag-
es, capital cities tend to attract more 
talent and investment (ESPON, 2012). 
Outliers among the capital cities are 
Berlin and Rome, with relatively low 
economic prominence (4.6%; and 
9.2%, respectively). Their low econom-
ic prominence can be explained by the 
presence of multiple economic nodes 
in each country. Their historically de-
centralised economic structure has 
led to the dispersion of several growth 
poles. Additionally, in some con-
texts, such national prominence has 
strained relationships between pow-
erful and well-positioned urban cen-
tres and national governments.

Figure 7

metropolitan economic prominence 
Metropolitan economic prominence using Eurostat data 2019-2022, except for Greater Manchester, Greater Paris, Upper Silesian-Zagłębie Metropo-
lis and Helsinki, where more scale-suitable data was gathered. Please refer to Annex 1 for further details.
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https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/financing-emergencies-cities-regions-ongoing-lessons-from-pandemic.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/financing-emergencies-cities-regions-ongoing-lessons-from-pandemic.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/financing-emergencies-cities-regions-ongoing-lessons-from-pandemic.pdf
https://www.espon.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/SGPTD_Final_Report_-_Final_Version_27.09.12.pdf


28 —————  european metropolitan report european metropolitan report  ————— 29 

B
A

RC
EL

O
N

A
. P

ho
to

: M
ic

ha
el

 D
es

ch
ar

le
s 

vi
a 

U
ns

pl
as

h

The limitations of GDP in 
reflecting a city’s overall welfare

There’s a growing resistance to re-
lying solely on GDP-related measures 
as primary indicators of economic 
performance and well-being. Kate 
Raworth, a prominent critic of this 
approach, underscores its significant 
limitations. Assessing a country’s or 
city’s progress solely based on its 
total economic output, she argues, 
falls short in comprehensively gaug-

ing overall societal well-being. This 
GDP-related approach overlooks crit-
ical factors such as income inequality, 
resource depletion, environmental 
degradation, and social well-being, 
all vital for a more holistic evaluation 
of a country’s or city’s development 
(Raworth, K., 2017). The ongoing de-
bate surrounding GDP-related indica-
tors emphasizes their limited explan-
atory capacity when understanding 
diverse realities. It becomes evident 
that achieving high GDP growth or 
performance doesn’t automatically 
guarantee positive outcomes in other 
crucial areas related to overall health 
and well-being.

This report highlights how pressing 
challenges in social cohesion, environ-
mental sustainability and quality of 
life coexist in European metropolises 
despite their strong economic devel-
opment performances. By shedding 
light on these aspects, the report en-
courages a broader perspective on 
measuring progress and guiding pol-
icy decisions to create more inclusive 
and sustainable societies.

Employment

The average unemployment rate 
in the sampled European metropo-
lises was 7.5%, slightly higher than 
the European Union average of 7.1% 
in 2021 (Eurostat, 2023e). The data in 
the sample ranges from 2.8% in Upper 
Silesian-Zagłębie Metropolisa (Katow-
ice) to 12.4% in the Brussels Capital 
Region. Unemployment affects men 
and women relatively evenly in 
most analysed cases based on data 
from 2020-2021; however, the dis-
ruptive impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic has led to a marked increase in 
unemployment rates, revealing local-
ised deviations like Madrid, Barcelona 
Metropolitan area and the Metropoli-
tan City of Turin, where women have 
experienced disproportionately high 
levels of joblessness.

Data on gender-specific unemploy-
ment may overlook the added burden 
of care work on women. They typical-
ly handle about 12% more care and 
domestic responsibilities than men, 
which can significantly impact their 
employment opportunities and over-
all economic participation in society 
(European Institute of Gender Equali-
ty, 2022). Additionally, men earn 10% 
more than women on average in the 
countries where the metropolises of 
the sample are located. Gender pay 
disparities persist in Europe due to 
structural causes. These include men 
dominating decision-making roles, 
women often occupying lower-paid 
positions, family responsibilities lead-
ing to career breaks for women, part-

time work and flexible arrangements 
undervaluing women’s roles and or-
ganisational practices in certain sec-
tors valuing long hours (European In-
stitute for Gender Equality, 2019).

To explore employment rates in 
more detail, the majority of the work-
force is concentrated in the tertiary 
sector, averaging 85% for the sam-
pled metropolises. Leading this trend 
is the Brussels Capital Region with 96% 
of its employment in the tertiary sec-
tor, followed by the Amsterdam Met-
ropolitan Area, Berlin and Stockholm. 
In contrast, the Stuttgart Region has a 
lower share (61.3%) due to its focus on 
the secondary sector, specifically auto-
mobile manufacturing (Region Stutt-
gart, 2023). Employment in the primary 

Figure 8

metropolitan unemployment by sex 
Metropolitan unemployment rate using Eurostat data 2019-2021, except for the Barcelona Metropolitan Area and Stuttgart Region cases, where 
more scale-suitable data was gathered (Refer to Annex for further details).
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Unemployment_statistics
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2022/domain/time
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2022/domain/time
https://www.region-stuttgart.de/en/economy/
https://www.region-stuttgart.de/en/economy/
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6  Data for Greater Paris, Upper Silesian-Zagłębie 
Metropolis - Katowice and the Metropolitan City 
of Turin was unavailable.

sector, which relies on natural resourc-
es, is minimal, usually below 1% in the 
sampled metropolises.

The data presented above indicate 
the ability of the sampled European 
metropolises to provide fertile ground 
and enabling framework conditions 
for the continuously growing demand 
for service-based industries, including 
the knowledge sector related to tech-
nology, research and development. 
Prominent reasons for a high share of 
the tertiary sector are the increased 
demand for services in dense urban 

areas and other benefits of agglomer-
ation in the economy (OECD, 2020a). 
Potential disadvantages include the 
higher reliance – and vulnerability – on 
other regions for goods, with higher 
costs and environmental impact. Addi-
tional employment losses might arise 
from the outsourcing of manufactur-
ing products. European metropolises 
would benefit from a comprehensive 
analytical framework to assess the in-
terplay of these multiple factors and 
the policies and governance arrange-
ments required to address them.

Figure 9

metropolitan employment share by economic sector  
Metropolitan employment share by economic sector using Eurostat data 2021 for half of the cases6. Different sources were used for Amsterdam 
Metropolitan Area, Barcelona Metropolitan Area, City of Berlin, Brussels Capital Region, Rome Metropolitan Area, and Greater Manchester, where 
more scale-suitable data was gathered. For further details, please refer to Annex 1.

quality of life 
Within the intricate web of met-

ropolitan dynamics, the pursuit of 
an improved quality of life is in-
tricately linked to the concept of 
social cohesion. Inclusive and effec-
tive governance plays a pivotal role 
in maintaining this delicate balance, 
recognising the interconnectivity of 
individual and collective well-being. A 
heightened standard of living extends 
beyond mere material comforts and 
encompasses the idea that societal 
harmony and progress are interde-
pendent. This mutual dependence 
rests upon the understanding that 

reducing inequalities is crucial for 
achieving tangible enhancements in 
the standard of living.

The sampled metropolises consist-
ently exhibit a high quality of life, as 
evidenced by prolonged life expectan-
cy, robust educational attainment and 
accessible transportation. However, 
amid these positive aspects, challeng-
es persist and a prominent concern in 
the region revolves around housing, 
particularly in major urban centres 
across Europe.

In Europe, life expectancy has 
shown a remarkable and steady in-
crease since 2002, primarily attrib-
uted to advancements in healthcare, 
improved living standards and over-
all societal progress. This trend was 
only disrupted by the advent of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Eurostat, 2023f). 
Across European Union member 
states, the average life expectancy 
has reached 80 years (surpassing the 
global average of 72 years), with Ma-
drid boasting the highest life expec-
tancy at 85.4 years (Eurostat, 2023g). 
It’s important to note the presence 
of sub-regional disparities across Eu-
rope; notably, Eastern Europe exhibits 
the lowest life expectancy levels with-
in the European Union, with Sofia at 
72.2 years (Eurostat, 2023g).

In alignment with the regional 
trend, the majority of metropolises in 
the sample demonstrate notably high 
life expectancy, averaging around 81.3 
years, while the lowest values with-
in the sample originate from Eastern 
European metropolises: Upper Sile-
sian-Zagłębie Metropolis (Katowice) 
and Bucharest. Although the increas-
ing life expectancy in Europe is a posi-
tive trend, it may also pose challenges 
to social security systems due to de-
clining birth rates; the lowest figure 
was recorded in 2020, the lowest since 
1960 (Eurostat, 2023h).

Life expectancy is also closely in-
tertwined with the level of education. 
Scrutinising enrolment in higher edu-
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Amsterdam 
Metropolitan Area 9% 90%

Barcelona 
Metropolitan Area 14% 86%

City of Berlin 10% 89%

Brussels Capital 
Region 4% 96%

City of Bucharest 17% 82%

Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority 12% 87%

Helsinki Metropolitan 
Region 16% 83%

Lisbon Metropolitan 
Area 14% 85%

Region of Madrid 14% 85%

Rome Metropolitan 
Area 12% 87%

Stockholm 
Metropolitan Area 11% 89%

Great Stuttgart Region 38% 61%

Planning Association 
East - Vienna 16% 84%

Primary sector Secondary sector Tertiary sector

% PER ECONOMIC SECTOR

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/12b6f86f-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/12b6f86f-en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Mortality_and_life_expectancy_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20230316-1#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20life%20expectancy,of%20the%20COVID%2D19%20pandemic.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Fertility_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20230316-1#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20life%20expectancy,of%20the%20COVID%2D19%20pandemic
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cation sheds light on a region’s inno-
vation, economic development and 
individual well-being. Furthermore, it 
positively impacts employment pros-
pects, productivity and the efficiency 
of public administrations within a re-
gion (World Bank, 2021). When examin-
ing the sampled metropolises, Greater 
Manchester stands out with the high-
est ratio of the metropolitan popula-
tion enrolled in tertiary education, in-
dicating a concentration of esteemed 
educational institutions in the UK. 
Closely following are the Brussels Cap-
ital Region, Greater Paris and Bucha-
rest, which also boast significant ratios. 
Conversely, Upper Silesian-Zagłębie 
Metropolisa (Katowice) and the Barce-
lona Metropolitan Area have the low-
est ratios of total population enrolled 
in this segment of education. These 
findings cast light on the distribution of 
educational opportunities across the 
European metropolises.

Transport and housing

Transportation standards and ac-
cessibility have a significant impact 
on the quality of life. The European 
Union benefits from well-connect-
ed cross-national transport systems, 
largely facilitated by the European Un-
ion’s collaborative network and regu-
lations (Urban Transport Roadmaps, 
2023). Main urban centres across Eu-
rope acknowledge the importance 
of the transport sector for economic 
activity, innovation and employment, 
making it a priority. Many metrop-
olises boast attractive and well-es-
tablished public transport systems, a 
strong cycling culture and a high de-
gree of walkability (LSECities, 2023). 
In terms of the former, the sampled 
European metropolises generally 
demonstrate extensive public trans-
port coverage, with 95% of individuals 
having access to a public transport 

Figure 10

higher education enrolment  
Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat NUTS 2 regions except for the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area and Greater Manchester Combined Authority
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stop within a 500-metre walking dis-
tance (European Commission, 2020b).

Simultaneously, European metropo-
lises continue to grapple with challeng-
es such as traffic congestion, air pol-
lution, high CO2 emissions and safety 
concerns (Urban Transport Roadmaps, 
2023). These challenges are particularly 
pronounced as the 2030/50 sustainabil-
ity goals draw near. They are also close-
ly linked to levels of car ownership, with 
certain metropolises from the sample 
still displaying remarkably high car us-
age despite having alternative transport 
options (European Commission, 2023b). 
The prevalence of car dependency in-
dicates potential hurdles in achieving a 
comprehensive, high-quality, accessible 
and cost-effective public transportation 
system that encompasses not only pro-
duction-oriented aspects but also inte-
grates care-related activities.

Another pivotal aspect of quality of 
life is housing affordability. In Europe, 
the success of core cities and their me-
tropolises has led to a surge in demand 
for urban land, resulting in escalating 
housing prices and rental rates (LSECi-
ties, 2023). The prevailing ‘cost-of-living 
crisis’, characterised by steep inflation 
rates and increasing energy costs, has 
exacerbated this predicament. In 2022, 
Europe witnessed record-breaking en-
ergy prices (European Council, 2023) 
and the highest inflation rate in the 
past decade (Eurostat, 2023i). These 
economic factors have made it increas-
ingly challenging for individuals and 
families to secure affordable housing 
in urban centres, particularly during 
the post-COVID-19 recovery phase.

Approximately 10.4% of the urban 
population in the European Union 
grapples with housing costs that ex-

Figure 11

housing price to income ratio vs. population density  
Source: Own elaboration based on European Property prices index at the city level.
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https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/tertiary-education-essential-opportunity-competitiveness-and-growth
http://www.urban-transport-roadmaps.eu/wizard
http://www.urban-transport-roadmaps.eu/wizard
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cities/Assets/Documents/European-Cities-Programme/Old-Cities-New-Ambitions-Digital-Publication.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/information-sources/publications/working-papers/2020/low-carbon-urban-accessibility_en
http://www.urban-transport-roadmaps.eu/wizard
http://www.urban-transport-roadmaps.eu/wizard
https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/transport-emissions_en
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cities/Assets/Documents/European-Cities-Programme/Old-Cities-New-Ambitions-Digital-Publication.pdf
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cities/Assets/Documents/European-Cities-Programme/Old-Cities-New-Ambitions-Digital-Publication.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/energy-prices-2021/#:~:text=The%20price%20of%20energy%20in,have%20had%20an%20aggravating%20effect.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/16965667/2-16062023-AP-EN.pdf/53bd53c6-7983-f5c9-84c1-73babbb9f075#:~:text=European%20Union%20annual%20inflation%20was,and%20Spain%20(both%202.9%25).
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ceed 40% of their disposable income. 
Over the last decade, housing prices 
in the European Union have surged by 
37%, while rent prices have risen at a 
relatively lower rate of 16% (Eurostat, 
2021e). Moreover, around 45% of the 
region’s population are tenants (Euro-
pean Development Bank, 2020).

When evaluating housing afforda-
bility across the sampled metropo-
lises, the outcomes vary. The Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area and Rome Metro-
politan Area, both characterised by 
higher population densities, grapple 
with less affordable housing in their 
primary core cities, ranking behind 
Greater Paris in this regard. However, 
despite having below-average popula-
tion density, the Stockholm Metropoli-
tan Area ranks as the second-worst in 
terms of housing affordability at the 
city level.

Characterised by the highest popu-
lation density, Bucharest, in contrast, 
demonstrates a more favourable hous-
ing price-to-income ratio in its urban 
core. Conversely, the Brussels Capital 
Region, despite offering affordable 
housing in its core city and boasting 
one of the highest GDP per capita 
among the sampled metropolises, also 
faces the challenge of a higher number 
of people at risk of poverty and social 
exclusion. These findings highlight the 
complexities present across the sam-
pled European metropolises when it 
comes to housing, which appears to 
be a multifaceted phenomenon influ-
enced by various factors, such as pop-
ulation density and external economic 
conditions.

Inequality

Social cohesion is a critical dimen-
sion to consider when assessing the 
quality of life in any urban environ-
ment, particularly at the metropolitan 
scale where socio-economic dispari-
ties can be even more profound. So-
cial cohesion embodies the principles 

of equality, inclusion and solidarity. 
It seeks to reduce inequalities and 
promote integration across multiple 
dimensions, including income, edu-
cation, employment, healthcare and 
access to social services.

In this context, Europe and the me-
tropolises in the sample perform ad-
mirably across key indicators such as 
literacy rate, internet access and per-
sonal safety. However, addressing the 
prevailing challenges of poverty, social 
exclusion and income inequality is vital 
and requires closer scrutiny. This sec-
tion focuses on two crucial indicators to 
address the latter in the sampled me-
tropolises: the risk of poverty and social 
exclusion, and income inequality.

Europe boasts one of the world’s 
lowest poverty rates, standing at 
1.3% in 2021, whereas the global 
average was 5.5% (Metropolis, 2022). 
Moreover, the European population 
living in poverty is half that of Latin 
America and the Caribbean and over 
three times lower than Asia’s poverty 
rate. While the overall poverty rate is 
a valuable indicator for understand-
ing the region’s general poverty land-
scape, it may not fully capture the 
complexities within Europe. Other key 
metrics, such as the percentage of the 
population at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion, can provide more nuanced 
insights into the dynamics and chal-
lenges within the region. This indica-
tor encompasses three conditions: 
individuals with incomes earning 60% 
less than the national average, those 
unable to acquire at least 7 of the 13 
predetermined deprivation items (in-
cluding essentials like an internet con-
nection or having two pairs of prop-
erly fitting shoes) and individuals in 
households with minimal adult work 
(20% or less) in the past year.

In 2020, 21.7% of the population 
across the European Union faced 
this risk (Eurostat, 2021a). However, 
this significant percentage may have 
been influenced by the COVID-19 M
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pandemic in 2020, particularly as the 
unemployment rate increased dur-
ing that period. Nevertheless, when 
examining the risk-of-poverty rate at 
the country level across the European 
Union, most countries remained sta-
ble compared to pre-pandemic rates 
(Eurostat, 2022a).

Notably, the risk of poverty signif-
icantly rises (from 21.7% to 33.9%) 
for households headed by a single 
woman (European Institute for Gen-
der Equality, 2022). This heightened 

risk for women might be driven by 
persistent gender inequalities in the 
labour market, unequal distribution of 
unpaid care work, limited social poli-
cies catering to their needs and cultur-
al norms perpetuating discrimination.

The average rate of the risk of 
poverty and social exclusion for 
the sampled metropolises is 18.5%, 
which is 3.2% lower than the Euro-
pean Union’s average. This variance 
can be attributed to the economic 
strength of the metropolises, evi-
denced by their high GDP per capita 
compared to national averages. How-
ever, even with this relatively lower 
rate, the risk of poverty and social 
exclusion remains significant, with 
one in five individuals from the sam-
ple metropolises at risk. This elevated 
rate could be influenced by the fact 
that the sample includes first-tier me-
tropolises known for their high cost of 
living, contributing to the challenges 
faced by vulnerable populations in 
these areas.

The Brussels Capital Region and 
Vienna exhibit the highest levels 
of poverty or social exclusion risk, 
with rates of 34.3% and 27.5%, res-
pectively. In contrast, the Helsinki 
Metropolitan Region boasts the 
lowest risk, with a rate of 12%. It’s 
important to note that the increase 
in the proportion of the population 
at risk of poverty or social exclusion 
in the Brussels Capital Region can be 
partially attributed to the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to 
income losses for individuals (Belgian 
Statistical Office, 2022). Additiona-
lly, the Helsinki Metropolitan Region 
stands out with a moderate unemplo-
yment rate of 7.7% and lower income 
inequality measured by the Gini co-
efficient, compared to the sample’s 
average.

Both the sampled European me-
tropolises and the European Union’s 
overall average demonstrate rela-
tively low income inequality. The 

https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city#14
https://www.eib.org/en/essays/the-story-of-your-city#14
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Informe-Metropolitano-Panamericano_2022.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/edn-20211015-1
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/edn-20211015-1
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/ta_livcond_povsocex_inter_hhtype__ilc_peps03n
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/indicator/ta_livcond_povsocex_inter_hhtype__ilc_peps03n
https://statbel.fgov.be/en/news/poverty-risks-2021
https://statbel.fgov.be/en/news/poverty-risks-2021
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Figure 12

metropolitan population share at risk of poverty and social exclusion 
Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat data 2018-2020. Data for the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area, Barcelona Metropolitan Area, Greater Manches-
ter, Greater Paris, Upper Silesian-Zagłębie Metropolisa Katowice, Metropolitan City of Turin and Rome Metropolitan Area was unavailable.

average Gini coefficient for the core 
cities of the sampled metropolises is 
0.33, while the European Union’s Gini 
coefficient was 0.30 in 2021 (Eurostat, 

2023b). These findings underscore 
Europe’s regional prominence, as it 
boasts the world’s lowest inequality 
levels (Chancel, L. et al., 2022).

This balanced income inequality 
can be attributed to the impact of 
social benefits and transfers provi-
ded by national, regional and local 
governments to individuals. These 
benefits encompass various forms of 
support, including pensions, unem-
ployment benefits, sickness and in-
validity benefits, housing allowances, 
social assistance and tax rebates. In 
2021, these social transfers played a 
critical role in mitigating income in-
equality among the EU population. 
Prior to factoring in social transfers 
(including pensions), the Gini coe-
fficient for income stood at 52.2%. 
However, after accounting for these 
transfers, the Gini coefficient signifi-
cantly decreased to 30.1% (Eurostat, 
2023b).

As previously mentioned, the He-
lsinki Metropolitan Region demons-
trates a low level of income inequality, 
boasting the lowest Gini coefficient 
within the sample at 0.27. This outco-
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Figure 13

metropolitan income inequality 
Source: Various local and national statistics offices, OECD and the Metropolis Observatory data 2016-2021. Data for the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area, 
Barcelona Metropolitan Area, Greater Manchester, Greater Paris, Upper Silesian-Zagłębie Metropolisa Katowice, Metropolitan City of Turin and Rome 
Metropolitan Area was unavailable. For further details, please refer to Annex 1.

me aligns with the trend observed 
in Northern Europe, which stands 
as the subregion with the lowest 
inequality across Europe (Eurostat, 
2023b). The success of the Helsinki 
Metropolitan Region in this regard can 
be attributed to effective income re-
distribution facilitated by a robust so-
cial welfare system (Helsinki Metropo-
litan Region, 2022), a highly educated 
and skilled population and substantial 
investment in innovation (European 
Innovation Scoreboard, 2021).

In contrast, the Metropolitan City 
of Turin experiences the highest in-
equality levels within the sample, pre-
senting a Gini coefficient of 0.43. To a 
certain extent, external factors such 
as highly centralised unitary political 
systems, education levels and a bene-
fit-based tax system can offer further 
context for cases with elevated in-
equality (Ciani et al., 2019). The Metro-
politan City of Turin also exhibits a re-
latively low enrolment ratio in higher 
education (125.3) and a low housing 
affordability ratio (11.2), potentially 
contributing to the overall inequality. 
Within this analysis, it’s important to 

account for the complexity of the te-
rritory encompassing the metropo-
litan area of Turin, which comprises 
more than 320 municipalities ranging 
from small mountain villages to highly 
industrialised urban centres.

Despite the relatively low-income 
inequality among the sampled metro-
polises, nearly one in five individuals 
still face the risk of poverty and social 
exclusion. To address this issue and in 
pursuit of cohesion policy, the Euro-
pean Union extends support through 
the European Social Fund. Additiona-
lly, ‘Social inclusion & combatting po-
verty and discrimination’ stands as 
one of the 11 priorities within the Eu-
ropean Union’s Integrated Territorial 
Investment, fostering collaboration 
among local governments through a 
functional territory perspective. Prio-
ritising access to these funds for 
metropolises is paramount in effec-
tively addressing these socioecono-
mic challenges. This becomes espe-
cially relevant considering the close 
connection between these issues and 
the dynamics of agglomeration and 
urbanisation.
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi190/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi190/default/table?lang=en
https://wir2022.wid.world/www-site/uploads/2022/01/Summary_WorldInequalityReport2022_English.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi190/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi190/default/table?lang=en
https://www.helsinginseudunsuunnat.fi/en/basic-information-about-region
https://www.helsinginseudunsuunnat.fi/en/basic-information-about-region
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/statistics/performance-indicators/regional-innovation-scoreboard_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/statistics/performance-indicators/regional-innovation-scoreboard_en
https://www.bancaditalia.it/pubblicazioni/qef/2019-0492/QEF_492_19.pdf
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environmental 
sustainability

The European Union has stead-
fastly committed to tackling climate 
change by aiming for a 50% reduction 
in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 
and achieving climate neutrality by 
2050. Metropolises play a pivotal role 
in achieving these ambitious objec-
tives. While initiatives like the Europe-
an Green Deal and the New European 
Bauhaus might not explicitly mention 
metropolises, several financial mech-
anisms explicitly embrace a regional 
approach and actively involve Local 
and Regional Authorities as recipients 
or beneficiaries of financial support. 
This recognition underscores the sig-
nificant impact that metropolises, 
with their scale, territorial dynamics 

and economic influence, can have in 
addressing and mitigating the effects 
of climate change and it acknowledg-
es the ongoing metropolitan efforts to 
contribute to these goals.

This section assesses the environ-
mental sustainability performance of 
the sample based on pertinent indi-
cators.7 Carbon emissions serve as a 
crucial indicator, as emission invento-
ries are essential for supporting the 
European Union’s decarbonisation 
objectives. The sampled metropolises 
exhibit a notable per capita rate of car-
bon emissions, making it a paramount 
concern in tackling climate change. 
This influence drives local, national 
and global policy actions across the 

7  The environmental sustainability dimension 
is made of eight indicators: air quality, carbon 
emissions (CO2 per capita), car ownership, green 
space (sq. meter per capita), waste generated 

per capita (kg per capita), wastewater collection 
coverage (% of population), renewable energy 
use and days of strong and very strong heat 
stress.

Figure 14

air pollution in PM2.5 in 2020
Source: Own elaboration based on OECD Atlas Viewer

region. Overall, the sample’s average 
in 2018 was 7 metric tons, significantly 
surpassing the world average for the 
same year (4.8 metric tons) and ex-
ceeding the European Union’s average 
of 6.4 metric tons.

Air quality also functions as an in-
dicator to gauge the impact of various 
climate and environmental measures. 
In this report, air quality is assessed 
as the level of air pollution measured 
in terms of ‘the average level of par-
ticulate matter 2.5 in the air’. In 2020, 
the average air pollution across 
the sampled metropolises stood 
at 12.9 µg/m³ for PM2.5, with some 
metropolises experiencing higher 
levels of exposure. In comparison, 

the European Union has established 
a limit of 25 µg/m³ as the annual val-
ue for particulate matter. According to 
the European City Air Quality Viewer 
Classification, a value of 12.9 would 
be categorised as ‘moderate’. Howev-
er, it is essential to highlight the cases 
of Upper Silesian-Zagłębie Metropolis 
(Katowice) and the Metropolitan City 
of Turin. Both metropolises approach 
the pollution limit set by the Europe-
an Union and maintain the highest car 
ownership rates—700 and 640 cars 
per 1000 inhabitants, respectively.

Car ownership provides insights 
into the number of private vehicles 
per capita and can serve as a proxy 
for understanding transport patterns 

Figure 15

share of Green Areas (%) in 2021
Source: Own elaboration based on OECD Stats (n.d.)
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https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://new-european-bauhaus.europa.eu/index_en
https://new-european-bauhaus.europa.eu/index_en
https://regions-cities-atlas.oecd.org/TL2/x/x/REGION_ENV-PWM_EX-../2020
https://stats.oecd.org/
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and their environmental impact. In 
the selected metropolises, the av-
erage car ownership stands at 435 
cars per 1000 inhabitants, notably 
lower than the European Union 
average of 560 vehicles per 1000 
inhabitants. This discrepancy might 
offer insights into the quality of the 
public transportation systems in the 
sampled metropolises. Only three 
metropolises—Upper Silesian-Zagłę-
bie Metropolis (Katowice), Rome Met-
ropolitan Area and the Metropolitan 
City of Turin—surpass the regional av-
erage in terms of the impact of cars on 
air quality and carbon emissions.

Green spaces are fundamental 
to achieving decarbonisation ob-
jectives and are also closely tied 
to improved quality of life and 
well-being. Among the sampled me-
tropolises, five boast green areas that 
comprise at least 50% of their total 
land area. On average, these metrop-
olises have a green space share of 
46%, slightly surpassing the European 

average of 42% (European Environ-
ment Agency, 2022).

Addressing climate change is an ur-
gent imperative that requires a com-
prehensive framework to assess its 
impacts on European metropolises. 
Considerations span from heatwaves 
to flooding and droughts. Metropolis-
es, due to their scale and economic 
dynamics, wield significant influence 
in both exacerbating and mitigating 
climate change. Collaborative efforts 
that transcend local administrative 
boundaries are pivotal. While the 
European Union has implemented 
policies and allocated resources for 
climate transition at all levels, the 
magnitude and urgency of this chal-
lenge necessitate governance models 
that enable the European metropoli-
tan ecosystem to strategise and syn-
chronise impactful measures. These 
initiatives encompass actions like 
renaturalising public spaces and al-
leviating tensions between rural and 
urban domains.
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https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/who-benefits-from-nature-in/#fn1
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/who-benefits-from-nature-in/who-benefits-from-nature-in/#fn1
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metropolitan 
europe in a 
nutshell

This report complements the three 
previous ones carried out by Metropo-
lis, where the diverse metropolitan re-
alities were analysed on a global scale 
Africa (2019), Asia (2021) and Pan-
american (2022). Beyond the specific 
observations in each region, a com-
mon aspect across the regions is the 
urgent need to adopt a metropolitan 
vision in the design of public policies. 
This perspective is crucial not only 
to meet the goals of global agendas, 
which are fundamental to addressing 
planetary challenges, but also to en-
able local authorities to address the 
immediate and medium-term needs 
of their metropolitan dwellers.

This European Report on metropo-
lises, based on a sample of 16 metrop-
olises, draws a complex and nuanced 
picture of the economic, ecological 
and social challenges and opportu-
nities facing metropolises in Europe. 
The report also highlights the impor-
tance of two fundamental elements 
to build a common metropolitan ap-

proach to urban challenges at the 
European level. Firstly, the historical 
administrative fragmentation of the 
region poses specific challenges, par-
ticularly regarding data gathering and 
the efficiency of public policies. Sec-
ondly, rapid urban growth, especially 
in third-tier cities, has transformed 
the scale of urban challenges, which 
now transcend the local level and its 
jurisdictional boundaries and take on 
a supramunicipal scope.

The absence of a metropolitan vi-
sion at the European level is notewor-
thy in its own right, but it becomes 
even more pronounced when com-
pared to other regions. Europe stands 
out due to the presence of a distinc-
tive institution compared to the oth-
er regions: the European Union and 
its affiliated bodies, which possess 
the ability to advocate, finance, co-
ordinate and endorse urban policies 
across different issues and scales, 
ranging from local to national and 
regional. However, despite the po-
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https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/african-metropolitan-reoprt.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/AsianMetropolitanReport_Metropolis_2021.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Informe-Metropolitano-Panamericano_2022.pdf
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tential benefits that an institution like 
the European Union could offer, upon 
analysing the facets of this report, the 
metropolitan vision appears to be of 
anecdotal significance.

The lack of comparable data at the 
metropolitan scale is one of the most 
evident consequences of the scarcity 
of a metropolitan perspective at the 
European level. Currently, data col-
lection occurs at various scales that 
often do not align with existing me-

tropolises, leading to methodological 
inconsistencies. One example of this 
is that two widely used data sources 
by established institutions with high 
influence in the policy-making pro-
cess, such as the European Union and 
the OECD, use different definitions of 
what could be a metropolis. The Eu-
ropean Union employs the Nomen-
clature of Territorial Units for Statis-
tics (NUTS) (Eurostat, 2021b), while 
the OECD employs Functional Urban 
Areas (FUAs) to identify agglomer-
ations and gather supra-municipal 
data (OECD, 2019a). Only a handful of 
European metropolises, including pri-
mary and capital ones, generate their 
own data. It is difficult to compare or 
identify trends across European cities 
due to their use of different method-
ologies and indicators, which hinders 
the development of a unified Europe-
an approach to policy-making.

 However, the opportunities and 
challenges have not been left unan-
swered by governments, which have 
created locally tailored structures to 
address these challenges within their 
legal and administrative capacities. 
This has resulted in a wide variety of 
governance structures, ranging from 
formal metropolitan and regional au-
thorities to voluntary collaboration 
agreements between municipalities. 
This diversity has enabled tailoring 
responses to the unique challenges in 
each region. This aligns with conclu-
sions drawn in prior metropolitan re-
ports, which suggest that a one-fits-all 
metropolitan model is not applicable. 
The diversity and the utilisation of ef-
fective locally adapted solutions also 
bring about certain disadvantages to 
building a robust, flexible and coherent 
policy framework at a European scale.

The sampled metropolises showed 
impressive progress in reducing 
poverty, narrowing income gaps, in-
creasing life expectancy and improv-
ing transportation access. In spite of 
that, one-fifth of the population faces ST
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poverty or social exclusion. A par-
ticularly striking manifestation of this 
vulnerability is the rising unafforda-
bility of housing in these cities. Esca-
lating housing costs not only impacts 
well-being but also exacerbates social 
disparities and increases land con-
sumption as a consequence of inhab-
itants having to move their residences 
far from their working location.

The need to mainstream the gen-
der perspective in all metropolitan 
policies is crucial. In the case of the 
sampled metropolises accessing con-
sistent data that incorporates this vi-
sion in its gathering, processing and 
analysis proved to be a paramount 
challenge. In most cases, the prima-
ry references that could be accessed 
were at the national level. This situ-
ation is compounded by a dearth of 
gender-sensitive knowledge at the 
metropolitan level, which impedes the 
formulation of effective public poli-
cies that adequately tackle gender-re-
lated issues at this scale. All together 
showcase worrying trends. One of 
them is the under-representation of 
women in elected positions within lo-
cal councils. Another evidence of this 
imbalance is that households led by 
women in the sampled metropolises 
are facing an elevated risk of poverty 
and social exclusion  despite the high 
quality of life standards that charac-
terise the region.

The sampled metropolises shine as 
hubs of economic prosperity and op-
portunity. Their average GDP per cap-
ita is nearly double the European Un-
ion average and surpasses national 
averages. However, fixating solely on 
GDP-related indicators could result 
in overlooking other dimensions of 
quality of life, such as income inequal-
ity or environmental impact. There-
fore, new approaches to measuring 
economic performance that incorpo-
rate the complexity of overlapping 
networks of information, goods and 
services characteristic of the metro-

politan scale are needed. These new 
approaches should aid in construct-
ing a coherent and flexible framework 
that assists policy-makers in design-
ing improved and more inclusive met-
ropolitan policies.

The dramatic impacts of climate 
change are already a reality in cities 
worldwide. To mitigate these impacts, 
the European Union has established 
goals aimed at achieving carbon neu-
trality and enhancing adaptive strat-
egies in response to climate change 
and its effects on people’s quality 
of life. In the sampled metropolises, 
certain indicators such as car owner-
ship, air quality and access to a pub-
lic transport stop within 500 metres 
align with efforts to mitigate these 
effects. However, given the complex-
ity and scale of this challenge, the 
relatively high performance of those 
indicators seems to be insufficient. 
Similar to other complex policies, the 
collaborative development of compa-
rable datasets across the European 
region is of paramount importance in 
addressing this challenge.

Examining different aspects of Eu-
ropean metropolitan realities under-
scores the significance of promoting 
strategies that foster data compara-
bility. This approach could provide a 
robust framework for clearly examin-
ing various metropolitan dimensions 
such as urban growth, the climate 
crisis, gender inclusivity or economic 
trends. In addition, comprehensive 
and inclusive data offer insights that 
can support the coordination of Euro-
pean metropolitan policies, fostering 
cooperation and facilitating peer-to-
peer learning across the entire region. 
The shift towards data comparability 
has the potential to improve deci-
sion-making and evidence-based pol-
icy design. The strategic use of inclu-
sive and standardised data emerges 
as a critical tool in crafting impactful 
and inclusive policies at local and Eu-
ropean scales that resonate globally.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/d58cb34d-en.pdf?expires=1689598993&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=7A760016B9F17220C6ECD574D36F066E
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1 Enhance data availability to improve monitoring and com-
parability. The absence of standardised data across metropo-
lises creates a substantial challenge when seeking to establish 
robust comparisons and peer-to-peer learnings. Despite com-
mendable efforts by, among other institutions, Eurostat and 
the OECD, collecting and managing data at the metropolitan 
scale remains a difficult task. It becomes imperative for met-
ropolitan, municipal, regional and national governments to 
prioritise this as a key concern. Urban-focused networks and 
supranational institutions should also take the lead and allo-
cate resources to bolster this goal, enabling the measurement 
of metropolitan-scale issues and tracking their evolution.

2 Update the current legal and policy frameworks on both 
national and European scales that acknowledge the impor-
tance of the metropolitan scale as a legitimate territorial 
entity with substantial capabilities. This political, legal and 
economic recognition within the context of urban planning is 
crucial for achieving sustainable and inclusive development 
goals outlined by global and national agendas. Creating these 
new frameworks is pivotal, as it effectively helps mitigate the 
negative impacts stemming from neglecting the fact that urban 
challenges often transcend current administrative boundaries 
and require tackling on a larger territorial scale. These frame-
works must, in all cases, encourage coordination, cooperation 
and funding of public policies that can effectively address these 
metropolitan-scale challenges. Another goal of these frame-
works should be their coordination  with existing frameworks, 
both territorial and sectoral, to avoid duplicated efforts and, 
conversely, gaps in responsibility. Crafting these frameworks is a 
complex process that demands political will to acknowledge that 
many urban challenges are increasingly metropolitan in nature.

3 Innovate in the formulation of multi-sectoral policies to 
comprehensively address metropolitan realities. Metropol-
itan policies, given their intricacy and complexity, demand a 
more ambitious viewpoint that extends beyond a narrow range 
of indicators. This is particularly relevant when considering the 
inherent diversity of dynamics within the metropolitan scale 
and their interdependence with other territorial scales. To do 
so, is necessary to advance in fresh approaches in the design 
of policies addressed to tackle issues such as housing afforda-
bility, climate crisis or economic analyses beyond concepts the 
GDP. One starting point to achieve that goal is by leveraging the 
opportunities provided by technology to generate quantitative

recommendations
and qualitative data directly from the city and its inhabitants, 
always ensuring the privacy, comparability and anonymity of 
these datasets. In the innovative formulation of policies, another 
important element is to promote civic engagement, not only in 
terms of the diversity of actors involved but also, and particular-
ly, in terms of monitoring and incorporating their contributions, 
ideas and solutions made through these engagement actions.

4 Take immediate action to prioritize the integration of a 
gender perspective into all policies. Metropolitan leaders 
should confront the critical challenge of obtaining consistent 
data and instituting participatory processes that incorporate 
this perspective into the design and decision-making of met-
ropolitan policies. This is an ambitious goal that transcends 
the policy frameworks that influences urban policies that is 
characterised by a lack of gender-sensitive knowledge at the 
city, metropolitan, and regional levels. To advance on this, ca-
pacity-building initiatives must be a core component of this 
strategy, equipping local governments with the tools and ex-
pertise needed to effectively mainstream metropolitan gender 
perspective.

5 Address multilevel governance gaps and support small-
er metropolises. In light of Europe’s urbanization dynamics 
marked by significant territorial fragmentation, it’s impera-
tive to shine a spotlight on second and third-tier metropolis-
es. These smaller cities are emerging as crucial players in the 
region’s economic and social landscape. Failing to directly ad-
dress this reality from a broader perspective and tackle their 
unique challenges could have far-reaching consequences, for 
instance, suboptimal governance or limited administrative ca-
pacities to manage their growing populations. Consequently, 
this could result in the exacerbation of existing social and eco-
nomic disparities within and between regions. To effectively 
bridge these governance gaps and empower smaller metrop-
olises, a comprehensive approach is essential. Policymakers 
should consider not only the design and implementation of ap-
propriate policies but also the allocation of adequate financial 
resources.
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Annex 
The European Metropolitan Report is 

grounded in the methodological frame-
work established by the Metropolis 
Observatory in 2017. Initially composed 
of 38 indicators spanning six dimen-
sions —namely, governance, economic 
development, social cohesion, gender 
equality, environmental sustainability 
and quality of life— this observatory 
laid the foundation for analysis.

In this study, 30 observatory indica-
tors were examined and an additional 
seven indicators and indexes were in-
troduced to facilitate a more detailed 
analysis. These additions include the 
total built-up area by functional urban 

area, polycentricity index, global cities 
index, European quality of govern-
ment, gender equality index, days of 
strong heat stress, population at risk 
of poverty and social exclusion and 
deviation of the national average of 
internet download speed.

These indicators were computed for 
the 16 metropolises within the sample. 
However, it is important to note that 
data availability varies in terms of the 
most recent year for which informa-
tion is accessible, sources used, meth-
odologies applied, languages utilised 
and notably, the scale at which meas-
urements were taken.

sampled metropolises 
database and 
methodological notes

METROPOLISES
LOCAL 

GOVERNMENTS 
COMPRISED

COORDINATION 
MECHANISM

NO. OF 
AGGLOMERATIONS8  

COMPRISED
COUNTRY NATIONAL 

POLITICAL SYSTEM9
TYPE AND NUMBER OF 

SUBNATIONAL GOVERNMENTS10

Amsterdam 
Metropolitan 
Area

30 Collaboration 
agreement

8 The 
Netherlands

Decentralised 
Unitary State

 Municipalities (352), 
regional provinces (12)

Barcelona 
Metropolitan 
Area

36 Metropolitan 
authority

1 Spain Unitary State Municipalities (8.131), 
county councils (52), 

autonomous cities (2), 
autonomous communities 

(17)

City of Berlin 111 Collaboration 
agreement

1 Germany Federal State Municipalities (10.799) 
including cities (2.055), 
counties/ intermediary 

governments (294), 
regions (16)

Brussels Capital 
Region

19 Regional 
Authority

7 Belgium Federal State Municipalities (581), 
intermediary level/

provinces (10), regions (3), 
communities (3)

City of Bucharest 2 Collaboration 
agreement

2 Romania Unitary State Municipalities (2.861), 
towns (217), cities (103), 

counties (41)

Greater 
Manchester 
Combined 
Authority

10 Metropolitan 
authority

7 United 
Kingdom

Federal State Local authorities (398); 
England: county councils 

(24), metropolitan 
district councils (36), 

non-metropolitan district 
councils /local authorities 
outside of big cities (181), 
and unitary authorities (a 
single tier local authority 

(59).

8  Since 2010, Eurostat has identified several ag-
glomerations with at least 250,000 inhabitants 
across the European Union. These agglome-
rations are determined using the Functional 
Urban Areas methodology. An agglomeration 
is represented by at least one NUTS 3 region; 
if more than 50% of the population resides in 
adjacent NUTS 3 regions, it is designated as 

a ‘metropolitan region’. The number of listed 
agglomerations corresponds to those functional 
urban areas that collectively account for more 
than 50% of the population and are linked to 
the metropolises in the sample. This number 
can provide insights into the polycentric or 
monocentric nature of each metropolis.

  9 Based on European Union country profiles
10 Based on Council of European Municipalities 

and Regions (CEMR)
11 Data for Berlin refers to the city-state of Berlin, 

rather than to Hauptstadtregion Berlin-Bran-
denburg that encompasses two federal states. 

annex 1
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METROPOLISES
LOCAL 

GOVERNMENTS 
COMPRISED

COORDINATION 
MECHANISM

NO. OF 
AGGLOMERATIONS8  

COMPRISED
COUNTRY NATIONAL 

POLITICAL SYSTEM9
TYPE AND NUMBER OF 

SUBNATIONAL GOVERNMENTS10

Greater Paris 131 Metropolitan 
authority

8 France Unitary State Municipalities (34.965), 
departments (96), 

overseas departments (5), 
regional authorities (18)

Helsinki 
Metropolitan 
Region

26 Regional 
Authority 

(Regional council 
acting as joint 

authority)

1 Finland Unitary State Municipalities (309), 
regional councils (18), 

autonomous province (1)

Upper Silesian-
Zagłębie 
Metropolis 
(Katowice)

41 Metropolitan 
authority

5 Poland Unitary State Municipalities (2.477), 
counties (314). 

municipalities with special 
status (66), regions (16)

Lisbon 
Metropolitan 
Area

18 Metropolitan 
authority

1 Portugal Unitary State Parishes (3.092), 
municipalities (308)

 and autonomous regions 
(2)

Region of Madrid 23 Collaboration 
agreement

1 Spain Unitary State Municipalities (8.131), 
county councils (52), 

autonomous cities (2), 
autonomous communities 

(17)

Metropolitan City 
of Turin

312 Metropolitan 
authority

1 Italy Unitary State Municipalities (7.904), 
provinces/intermediary 

level (107), including
metropolitan cities (14), 

regions (20)

Rome 
Metropolitan 
Area

121 Metropolitan 
authority

1 Italy Unitary State Municipalities (7.904), 
provinces/intermediary 

level (107), including
metropolitan cities (14), 

regions (20)

Stockholm 
Metropolitan 
Area

26 Regional 
Authority

1 Sweden Unitary State Municipalities (290), 
county councils (11), 

regions (20)

Great Stuttgart 
Region

179 Regional 
Authority

6 Germany Unitary State Municipalities (10.799) 
including cities (2.055), 
counties/ intermediary 

governments (294), 
regions (16)

Planning 
Association East 
-  Vienna

291 Regional 
Authority 

5 Austria Federal State Municipalities (2.095), 
regions (9)

The data utilised in this report is 
based on information acquired at the 
most relevant level corresponding to 
the metropolitan scale. To ensure uni-
formity and comparability of the data, 
priority was given to key databases 
such as Eurostat and the OECD, with 
a focus on the most up-to-date avail-

able data. Supplementary sources of 
information from national and local 
statistics offices were also incorporat-
ed. For Greater Manchester Combined 
Authority, the only non-European Un-
ion metropolitan area in the sample, 
its population was added to total of 
the european population.

Regarding the fiscal decentralisa-
tion data was sourced from the World 
Observatory on Subnational Govern-
ment Finance and Investment (OECD 
and UCLG, 2019). However, consoli-
dated information on fiscal autonomy 
was not available and data from differ-
ent sources were used as indicators. 
Budget data at the metropolitan level 
was generally not available, so city-lev-
el data and population estimates were 
used to estimate the budget per capi-
ta. It should be noted that the available 
fiscal autonomy and budget per capi-
ta data may be from different years, 
making direct comparisons difficult. 

Housing affordability rely on 
city-level data as a proxy for the met-
ropolitan level due to data collection 
challenges at the municipal level. 
While this approach provides a use-
ful approximation, it may not fully 
capture the nuances and disparities 
within the metropolitan area. There-
fore, it’s important to consider that 
metropolitan realities may differ from 
city-level data alone.

At the national level, additional 
data was collected for the 14 coun-
tries within the sample. This data en-
compasses factors such as popula-
tion, number and types of subnational 
governments, allocated competencies 
across different government tiers, 
political system, national GDP and 
subregional distribution. Only results 
from the most relevant indicators 
have been included in this report. For 
further reference, the complete data-
set along with information on sources 
and years can be accessed through 
this link.

The lack of standardised data 
across metropolises poses a challenge 
when establishing robust compari-
sons. Instances where comparability 
was uncertain have been highlighted 
throughout the report. Despite com-
mendable efforts by Eurostat and the 
OECD, acquiring and handling data at 
the metropolitan scale within the Eu-

ropean context is complex. The vari-
ation in information about European 
metropolises can be attributed to var-
ious factors:
• Diverse Nature of European 

Metropolises: Due to significant 
territorial and administrative frag-
mentation, metropolises often 
consist of multiple subregional gov-
ernments. Their size falls between 
that of core cities, greater cities and 
federal or state regions. Some me-
tropolises even span across multi-
ple countries, further complicating 
cross-national comparisons.

• Lack of Direct Recognition: Euro-
pean metropolises often lack direct 
recognition and importance at both 
the national and European Union 
levels. This lack of explicit mention 
in subnational competency frame-
works or European Union policies 
and funds can lead to insufficient 
prioritisation for data collection 
and decision-making at the metro-
politan scale.

• Changing Statistical Methodolo-
gies: Shifting from the urban-ver-
sus-rural dichotomy to a more in-
clusive approach that considers the 
urban-to-rural continuum has led 
to a focus on Functional Urban Are-
as (FUAs) and NUTS 3 regions. While 
these methods explain agglomer-
ations and align relatively closely 
with the metropolitan level, they 
might overlook the specific roles of 
existing metropolises and the need 
for dedicated data collection.
The OECD and the Joint Research 

Centre of the European Commission 
collaborated to harmonize the meth-
odology for identifying metropolises in 
Europe. While Eurostat uses the term 
‘metropolitan regions’, the OECD refers 
to them as ‘metropolitan areas’. None-
theless, they concur on the methodol-
ogy for delineating metropolises.

The methodology involves consid-
ering NUTS 3 regions or combinations 
of NUTS 3 regions that represent ag-

https://www.sng-wofi.org/
https://www.sng-wofi.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1C46zcjlFEuEz3lYkkxZtmzsqf_aNktuP/view?pli=1
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1C46zcjlFEuEz3lYkkxZtmzsqf_aNktuP/view?pli=1
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/metropolitan-regions/background
https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-statistics/metropolitan-areas.htm
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glomerations with at least 250 000 in-
habitants. These agglomerations are 
identified using the Functional Urban 
Area (FUAs) method: ‘Each agglomer-
ation is represented by at least one 
NUTS 3 region and if more than 50% 
of the population in an adjacent NUTS 
3 region also resides within the ag-
glomeration, it is included in the met-
ropolitan region’ (Eurostat, 2021).

On the other hand, the OECD clari-
fies that their ‘metropolitan areas‘ are 
aggregations of grid cells and their 
boundaries do not align with local 
administrative units or statistical enu-
meration areas. While representing 
urbanisation functionalities across 
territories, they do not correspond 
to existing metropolises or their met-
ropolitan/regional authorities. It is 
worth noting that the data available 
for ‘metropolitan areas‘ in the OECD.
stat portal corresponds to the previ-
ous version of the Functional Urban 
Areas and this dataset is no longer 
updated. Instead, the OECD.stat now 

uses the ‘City Statistics dataset ‘, which 
provides the most current version of 
FUA and city indicators but does not 
refer to metropolitan areas.

In Eurostat’s regions and cities over-
view, different classifications and typol-
ogies, including ‘metropolitan regions’, 
‘cities’ and greater cities’, are included. 
European metropolises can fit within 
both typologies, at least based on the 
sample considered for this report.

To sum up, the data available for Eu-
ropean metropolises can potentially 
be misleading. Moreover, the usage of 
different concepts —even when refer-
ring to the same methodology— can 
lead to further confusion and blur the 
distinction between existing metrop-
olises within the diverse spectrum of 
governance structures. Consequently, 
the complexities of European metrop-
olises’ governance, the evolving sta-
tistical methodologies and the need 
for direct recognition all contribute to 
the information disparity surrounding 
them.

COLLABORATION AGREEMENT METROPOLITAN BODIES: AUTHORITIES AND 
AGENCIES REGIONAL AUTHORITY 

This concerns both vertical coordination 
and voluntary cooperation models 
among local governments. Attributes 
of vertical coordination within 
collaboration agreements:

• Metropolitan policies are 
implemented within existing tiers of 
government, primarily municipalities.

• The allocation of funds, 
representation and jurisdictional 
authority depends on the 
subnational-territorial structure of 
the country.

• The execution of metropolitan 
policies relies on self-sustained 
funding and direct representation.

• There is no explicit acknowledgement 
of the metropolitan reality, which 
might diffuse the scope into distinct 
policies and institutions.

Attributes of voluntary cooperation:

• This model possesses a lower level of 
institutionalisation.

•  Different local representatives 
organize themselves on an 
independent basis.

•  It represents the most adaptable 
manner of functioning, employing 
consultative mechanisms and 
areas of consensus for reaching 
agreements.

•  This can manifest as associations of 
municipalities or strategic planning 
associations.

•  Due to a non-binding framework, 
they could be susceptible to political 
volatility and may not achieve 
predefined objectives.

•  Owing to their voluntary nature, the 
accountability of their decisions and 
proposals can be intricate. Similarly, 
the legitimacy of these decisions 
might be called into question.

This refers to institutionalised 
metropolitan bodies:

Metropolitan authorities

•  Encompass the highest echelons of 
political acknowledgement.

• Due to the broad and diverse 
legitimate interests of metropolitan 
stakeholders, its establishment 
entails an intricately woven 
procedure.

•  Mitigates institutional fragmentation 
through a configuration that 
addresses metropolitan complexities 
cohesively.

•  Despite its efficacy, it incurs 
substantial economic outlays and 
exhibits rigidity towards evolving 
urban dynamics.

Manifests in two potential modes: a 
unitary metropolitan municipality or an 
indirectly elected secondary governing 
body that upholds the municipal 
framework.

Sector-based metropolitan agencies:

•  Plan and manage a single service 
with a technical rather than a 
political nature.

•  Indirect model of representation 
with mixed funding from fees and 
transfers.

•  Effective for the provision of specific 
services but has a risk of loose insight 
into metropolitan reality and a lack 
of cooperation with other sector-
based agencies that operate in the 
same territory.

This relates to established regional 
tiers that would collectively bear 
responsibilities spanning the core cities, 
their metropolitan areas and other 
clusters located within the regional 
boundaries.

Some of their features are:

•  A greater number of territories 
included compared to metropolitan 
authorities.

•  Often necessitate dedicated 
governance bodies, particularly when 
integrated into a unitary national 
political context or involving regional 
authorities in federal contexts.

main characteristics of metropolises 
governance models

annex 2

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/metropolitan-regions/background
https://www.oecd.org/regional/regional-statistics/metropolitan-areas.htm
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CITIES
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?datasetcode=FUA_CITY
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/regions-and-cities
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/regions-and-cities
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