
713

Copyright © 2011, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-472-1.ch408

Chapter 4.8

Breaking Out from Lock-In:
Regional Innovation Strategies 

in the German Ruhrgebiet

Gert-Jan Hospers
University of Twente, The Netherlands & Radboud University, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT

This chapter discusses strategies aimed at 
regional-economic structural change in the Ger-
man Ruhrgebiet. The Ruhrgebiet used to be the 
largest industrial area in Western-Europe. After 
the crisis in the coal and steel industry the region 
pursued re-industrialisation policies in the 1960s 
and 1970s. These attempts were largely unsucces-
ful. Therefore, since the 1980s the involved actors 
gradually adopted regional innovation strategies. 
Thus, they were able to break out from the region’s 
lock-in situation. The re-orientation of the Ruhrge-
biet towards innovation based on the industries’ 
expertise and past (e.g. environmental technology, 
energy and industrial tourism) is more successful 

than its earlier re-industrialisation attempts. Also 
for other old industrial areas in Europe this kind 
of place-based renewal might be the future.

INTRODUCTION

In many of Europe’s old industrial regions, the 
process of structural change has resulted in 
substantial decline and rising unemployment. 
Ironically, those very areas that were the forerun-
ners of the Industrial Revolution were forced to 
given way to new growth poles in the European 
economy. In particular regions specialised in 
‘smokestack’ industries such as coal, iron and 
steel, heavy engineering, textiles and shipbuilding 
have been hard-hit by industrial decline (Hassink 
& Shin, 2005; Birch et al., 2008). The widespread 
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effects of this de-industrialization process can 
be clearly seen over the years by the steady rise 
of European regions that received support from 
the EU’s Structural Funds. Jointly, this regional 
mosaic of traditional industries – including such 
areas as the West-Midlands, Wales, Wallonia, the 
Ruhrgebiet, North-Pas-de-Calais, Lorraine and 
the Basque Country – has been termed Europe’s 
‘Rustbelt’ (Cooke, 1995). With a mix of strategies, 
European, national and local authorities have tried 
to rejuvenate these traditional regions since many 
years. In the literature, the Ruhrgebiet, Wales and 
North-Pas-de Calais are often highlighted as areas 
where local parties have pursued such restructuring 
policies with varying degrees of success.

In the coming years the issue of how to deal 
with regional industrial decline will be high on 
the European policy agenda again. The fact is 
that the enlargement of the European Union with 
member states from Eastern-Europe has resulted 
in a significant expansion of Europe’s Rustbelt. 
Especially in Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, Romania 
and Bulgaria many regional economies are still 
highly dependent upon smokestack industries 
(Lintz et al, 2007). Although the shakeout in inef-
ficient heavy manufacturing has taken place, the 
restructuring of these traditional industrial regions 
is anything but completed. To note an example: the 
so-called ‘GOP’ in Silesia, being Poland’s major 
economic area with industrial conurbations such 
as Kattowice, is still dominated by mining and 
steel production. These industries still employ 
a considerable part of the region’s work force. 
Coal and steel have not only shaped the region’s 
socio-economic structure, but also its landscape: 
because of the pollution problems in the GOP, 
public authorities have denoted it as an ‘ecological 
disaster area’ that needs restructuring to be able 
to comply to West-European standards.

Obviously, regional industrial decline once 
more is a topical European problem asking for 
appropriate and timely policy responses. In this 
context, the long-lasting experiences of older 
industrial regions in Western-Europe with restruc-

turing might provide inspiration for how to deal 
with the problems in the rest of the continent. The 
chapter at hand analyses such an inspiration source, 
the case of the German Ruhrgebiet. This region is 
perhaps Europe’s most well-known example of an 
old industrial area in which structural change has 
been occurring since about fifty years now (Birch 
et al., 2008). The article is organised as follows. 
First, to place the case in context, we give a rough 
sketch of the Ruhrgebiet and its economy. Next, we 
study the re-industrialisation strategies that have 
been pursued in the Ruhr as well as the associ-
ated problems caused by regional lock-in. Then, 
the focus is on the bottom-up strategies aimed 
at regional innovation. After that, we assess the 
restructuring efforts of the Ruhrgebiet and have 
a look at the area’s future. Finally, we trace some 
implications the Ruhr-case might have for the 
other regions that are part of Europe’s Rustbelt.

The RUhRgeBIeT IN ShORT

Traditionally, the German Ruhrgebiet, situated in 
the Federal State of North-Rhine Westphalia, has 
been the largest industrial centre in Europe. With 
its 5.3 million people on an area of 4,400 cubic 
kilometres the region is also one of Europe’s most 
densely populated conurbations (RVR, 2007a). 
The Ruhrgebiet is neither a historical or politi-
cal entity but rather a functional area that grew 
on the basis of its industrial geography. Seen 
in geological terms, the Ruhrgebiet belongs to 
the north-west European coal belt running from 
Silesia via the Ruhr, Belgium and North-France 
to England. Although coal has been its common 
geographic denominator, the area does not pos-
sess a single uniform landscape. The Rhine marks 
the western border of the Ruhrgebiet, while the 
region is structured by the three tributaries of 
this river: the Ruhr in the south, the Lippe in the 
north and the Emscher in between. These rivers 
have given their name to three of the four zones 
comprising the towns and cities in the Ruhrgebiet: 
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