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Urbanization of European 
mountain areas

In densely populated Europe, large metro-
politan areas have developed on the peri-
alpine edges at the foot of the mountains
on both sides of the Alps, while towns in
the mountains have remained small or
medium-size centers for the most part
(Figure 1). This applies to the Alps as well
as most other European mountains.

This pattern did not seem to be a
problem in the past: from the 1970s
onwards, preventing emigration from
mountainous areas was a major national
concern, giving rise to the implementa-
tion of regional development policies.
These policies were exhaustive, with a sec-
toral focus on agriculture, and emphasis
on development of infrastructure. They
were successful to a certain extent, and
the population of the Alps grew dispro-
portionately in recent decades.

Since the mid 1990s, however, this
trend has been reversed and now favors met-
ropolitan areas outside the mountains. New
analyses of rural development in Switzerland
indicate that in times of economic growth,
metropolitan areas benefit at the expense of
rural areas, while in times of recession rural
areas suffer less than urban areas. But the
greater attractiveness of towns is not only
the result of stronger economic dynamics at
the end of the 1990s or simply of better liv-
ing conditions there. The sociocultural
influence of urban centers is increasing,
including new demands for leisure and envi-
ronmental protection, both of which work
against previous ideas about exhaustive
development of rural areas. Hence this
change is the result of two superimposed
processes: general societal change and more
dynamic urban economies. And it appears
to be fundamental.

This is leading to the decline of both
rural areas and small and medium-size
towns, particularly in the Alps. As urban
behavioral patterns become dominant, the
existence of towns is becoming crucial for
future regional development. This is espe-
cially true for sparsely populated regions
within the mountains, where there is a
need to avoid greater outmigration.

Commonalities and differences
among towns in the Alps
Although Alpine towns are small, they are
not reduced to providing services for their
hinterlands and their own inhabitants. In
addition to their supply function most
towns, independent of their size or eco-
nomic specialization, share a minimum of
external orientation as tourist destinations,
by virtue of their export-oriented indus-
tries, or due to their political power. This
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Nearly two-thirds of the population in the Euro-
pean Alps (which totals 14.2 million) lives in
towns or periurban municipalities. We state
that strong towns in the Alps are necessary to
prevent outmigration. But these towns must
be internally integrated with their hinterlands
and externally integrated in supraregional net-
works to maintain the quality of life and con-
tribute to regional economic growth.

This appears to be possible despite the
differences that typify Alpine agglomerations,
since both large and small towns have an
internal and an external function; what differ-
entiates them is the proportion between the
two functions. Although these differences
imply that possibilities for future development
vary, some strategies may be generally valid
for towns in the Alps.
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FIGURE 1  Map of the European Alps, with
main roads and cities, and smaller urban
centers mentioned in this paper. (Map by
Andreas Brodbeck)
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external orientation means that they pro-
duce added value within strategic networks
as an essential part of their economy. How-
ever, the relationship between this network
function and the supply function varies
between different types of towns (Table 1).
The 4 Alpine towns described below are
representatives of the 4 dominant types.

Alpine agglomerations: Innsbruck
Grenoble, Salzburg, Innsbruck, Bolzano,
Trento, Maribor and their agglomerations
are comparable to regional capitals outside
the Alpine area. These agglomerations are
based on various internationally oriented
economic activities. They are therefore
important at the national level, and to some
extent also play an active role in European-
wide urban competition (Figure 2).

At the end of the 1990s, Innsbruck’s
citizens refused a third candidacy for the
Olympic Games. Paradoxically, this
demonstrated an increase in the interna-
tionalization of the Austrian town, marked
by disengagement from industrial sectors
involving the hinterland (tourism and
sport) and movement towards a high val-
ue-added service industry less dependent
on the natural environment. Nevertheless,
hinterland-related functions exist to a dis-
tinct degree in Innsbruck. Innsbruck
made a successful effort to obtain the per-
manent secretarial headquarters for the
Alpine Convention. The university and
the university hospitals are regional serv-
ice providers of international importance.
Innsbruck’s self-perception reflects the
dominance of the externally oriented net-
work function over the supply function; it
could be formulated in the following
words: “Our production systems are com-
petitive and we have international recog-
nition” (network), and “The hinterland
benefits from the strength of the town”
(supply).

Edge cities in perialpine metropolitan
areas: Thun
The towns around Alpine borders basical-
ly constitute the entry zone to an extend-
ed agglomeration or metropolitan region
(“edge cities”). They provide basic sup-
plies for their rural hinterlands, and are
residential and recreational areas for the
metropolitan regions. However, they and
their associated hinterlands are also inter-
national tourist destinations. They provide
minimum standards of urban culture and
social services (eg child care) used by
locals and commuters, especially those
with high levels of qualification.

During the 1990s, the industries that
supplied the Swiss army in Thun collapsed.
But the labor market in Switzerland’s capi-

FIGURE 2  Innsbruck, Austria.
Municipal works building,
designed by architect Lois
Welzenbacher in 1926. One 
of the advantages of Alpine
agglomerations is a long-
standing history of urban
functions, culture and self-
image. (Photo by Manfred
Perlik)

Development type

Population
(in millions;

% in brackets) Example

Alpine agglomerations* 2.6 (29.5)
Innsbruck
(Austria)

Edge cities in perialpine 
metropolitan areas*

2.5 (28.2)
Thun

(Switzerland)

Industrial urban areas* 1.6 (18.2)
Brig-Visp

(Switzerland)

Urban areas with predominant 
supply function*

0.9 (10.2)
Gap 

(France)

Alpine resorts 0.4 (4.7)
Chamonix
(France)

Urban areas with predominant
service sector

0.8 (9.2)
Lugano

(Switzerland)

All urban areas 8.8 (100)

TABLE 1  Urban development types in the Alps in 1995, including percentage of population.
Types marked with * are discussed in this article.
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tal city, Berne—only about 30 km away
from Thun—has extended well into the
Berne agglomeration since then, and the
commuting rate from Thun to Berne is
now very high. Thun has directed its devel-
opment accordingly, with construction of
residential and retail areas. A new self-
image has also emerged, as shown by
attempts to develop the cultural sphere.
Nevertheless, this caused considerable dif-
ficulties, as the support base for such
development is very small, and financial
patronage and knowledge are lacking.
Dependence on a commercial leisure cul-
ture has developed but the dynamics of
this culture have not been fully addressed.

Thun’s self-image is marked by a realis-
tic view of its heavy dependence on the
development of the Berne agglomeration.
However, the town is attempting to increase
its external orientation to counter its loss of
importance (Figure 3). Expressed as a self-
assessment: “We are still independent and
can play a role in supraregional markets, eg
in the recreational or cultural sectors” (net-
work), and “Our urban qualities can attract
young professionals as residents” (supply).

Industrial urban areas: Brig-Visp
Manufacturing systems are as much a part
of the social and cultural history of the
Alps as agriculture and tourism. They are
thus part of the often-noted diversity of
the European Alps. Towns with an indus-
trial profile are currently located mainly
in the Eastern Alps and along the Italian
borders of the Alps. Manufacturing and
tourism often coexist in these locations.

In Switzerland, as soon as the new
Lötschberg tunnel is built (see Figure 1),
Visp will be fully connected to the new
Alpine Traversal Railway and will be within
commuting distance of Berne. Life will
change because of the town’s new position
in the national railway network and the
chemical industry’s reorientation from
manufacture of bulk goods to biotechnol-
ogy (Figure 4). Various new options will
be available, in research and develop-
ment, logistics, and tourism, but there will
also be a one-sided increase in homes and
loss of workplaces.

Self-perception in the Brig-Visp area is
characterized by an awareness of its role as
a regional center, and a view that national

support for this role is justified. On the
other hand, there is also an awareness that
this role alone will not be sufficient to
ensure the regional future. In other
words: “Because our production systems
are being continually renewed, profession-
al qualifications are increasing and new
opportunites are available to young peo-
ple” (network), and “Local roots, identity,
and quality of life still keep people in the
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FIGURE 3  Thun, Switzerland. Informal (and later commercial) transformations of industrial
blights into recreational and cultural areas have triggered supraregional ambitions. (Photo by
Manfred Perlik)

FIGURE 4  Visp, Switzerland. Industrial
specialization and better access to major
agglomerations also increase the outward
orientation of small Alpine towns. (Photo
by Manfred Perlik)
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villages; our urban center supports this”
(supply).

Urban areas with a predominant supply
function: Gap
The supply function remains dominant in
towns such as Gap (France) that are usual-
ly located in the center of sparsely popu-
lated regions. But external orientation is
increasing through in-migration, as a
result of quality of life and greater attrac-
tiveness for tourism. By the same token,
the position and strength of urban infra-
structure in towns with a predominant
supply function will continue to depend
on political decisions regarding spatial
organization of the territory and appropri-
ate local services. 

Gap is a provincial capital. Industrial
parks have recently been rather unsuccess-
ful. Gap’s connections to long-distance
traffic routes are poor. Nevertheless, the
population has increased in recent years.
The town benefits by its distance from
Grenoble and Aix-en-Provence: because
there is no competition far and wide, it
has the critical mass for a high level of
urban infrastructure (theater, library and
cultural services). 

Safeguarding of regional functions
dominates self-perception in the town of
Gap. A certain amount of external orienta-

tion is necessary to expand the knowledge
base for independent decision-making, and
for good local provision of services 
(Figure 5). As a self-assessment, this could
be reformulated as: “Our town serves a
large rural hinterland and must therefore
have sufficient polictical weight” (network),
and “We need to operate in supraregional
networks (culture and tourism) to ensure
that the regional population has access to
high-quality services” (supply).

Strategies for the future of towns in
mountain areas
The 4 examples above underpin our thesis
that towns must always combine internal
and external functions, but in varying pro-
portions, depending on the type of town
and region. To minimize the risk of losing
economic and political power, urban
strategies must seek to preserve both func-
tions. The current loss of influence of
rural areas, and of small and medium-size
towns, makes this conclusion even more
important. In order to maintain and
develop network and supply functions,
common strategic elements should be
incorporated by all 4 types of towns:

Strengthening the relationships between
towns and their environs
The hinterlands, especially for small and
medium-size towns in the mountains, are a
major reason for the existence of a town, by
contrast with perialpine agglomerations, for
which the mountain environment is first of
all a complementary and locational advan-
tage. Hence these towns must maintain
close relationships with their hinterlands.
Sustainable development is therefore based
on the existence of viable towns to prevent
outmigration and large-scale division into
residential and employment regions. These
towns need to move towards adjustment to
the urban qualities of towns outside the
Alps, while maintaining a strategy that
builds on uniqueness.

Developing network and supply functions
simultaneously
Integration of towns into specialized global
networks increases the tendency towards
territorial de-coupling, since integration
makes use only of certain regional

FIGURE 5  Gap, France. Given
its dual function in serving the
regional population as well as
tourists, the local market in
Gap offers high quality to both.
(Photo by Gerald Lucas)
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resources; other potentials are sacrificed.
For smaller towns in particular, this is a
risky decision because regional resources
are limited. Urban attractiveness depends
on diversity, density, and a mixture of dif-
ferent qualities. This can only be fostered
to a limited extent—it cannot be fully
planned. Larger towns have a fundamental
advantage in this regard. Specialization
focusing on one function is risky for towns:
promoting a town solely as an “internation-
al brand” can lead to crisis. Orientation
towards a supply function alone leads to
dependence on state subsidies.

Continuing rather than interrupting the
path of development
It is unrealistic to attempt to attain the
added value of production systems outside
the Alpine region, because agglomeration
advantages are missing. In fact, such an
attempt would be counter-productive,
since it would consume financial and
human resources, and would increase the
limits on maneuverability. Figure 6 demon-
strates the need for significant backtrack-
ing in order to change paths. It therefore
seems more sensible to develop existing
production systems as far as possible rather
than make a complete break, losing tradi-
tional competencies and suffering defeat
by a new structure. Conversion rather than
a complete break means that the different
environments of local agents will have to
co-exist in close proximity, at least for a
while, ie those involved in the old produc-
tion system will have to have an open atti-
tude towards the new system, and vice ver-

sa. One example of such a system is the
watch industry in the Swiss Jura region,
which became a micro-electronic industry.

Making the social benefits of a polycentric
system of regional development visible
If a polycentric regional strategy does not
allow development of mountainous
regions to be financially self-sustaining
(even with the acceptance of lower stan-
dards), public interest will be needed to
maintain fragile regions. Interest of this
sort has just been developed in the Euro-
pean Spatial Development Perspective by
the European Development Ministers,
which recognizes polycentric regional
development explicitly as a target in the
public interest, and justifies financial com-
pensation for related services.

FIGURE 6  Paths of urbanization in the Alps: development of Alpine
agglomerations and differentiation between central places. The 4 examples
presented in the paper are colored red.
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