
Revisiting the German state rescaling debate: governance failure and 

economic success in Frankfurt Rhine-Main. 

Stuart Wilks-Heeg, University of Liverpool 

 

Paper for the 2018 Political Studies Association Annual Conference.  

Early draft. For discussion not citation! 

 

Introduction 

This paper revisits research originally carried out by the author in the late 1990s and early 2000s 

(Wilks-Heeg, 2001, 2004). The original research was carried out at a time when the German 

economy was still struggling in the wake of reunification. By the late 1990s, Germany was routinely 

referred to as the ‘sick man of Europe’, exhibiting growth rates that were half the West European 

average, beset by rising unemployment at a time when it was falling in almost every other EU 

member state, and suffering from declining export performance measured against its major 

European competitors (Economist, 1999). With more than a hint of ironic Schadenfreude, British 

newspapers and politicians in the early 2000s were particularly inclined to contrast the booming UK 

economy to Germany’s sluggish economic performance. A policy brief published in 2003 by the 

London-based Centre for European Reform captures this narrative well:  

Germany was once the economic motor of Europe (…) In the 1980s, however, the German 

motor began to sputter. It has since come to a standstill. In the second half of the 1990s, 

German GDP grew by a paltry 1.6 per cent a year, a full percentage point less than the other 

EU countries. Since 2000 the German economy has hardly grown at all. Unemployment has 

risen relentlessly and now stands at 4.4 million. Germany, quips the British press, is Britain in 

the 1970s. Germany is heading for a Japan-style quagmire. Germany is the sick man of 

Europe. Some even pronounce the patient dead (Barysch, 2003, p.1). 

 

Gridlocked and misdrawn?  

Within Germany, concern about this lengthy period of historically and comparatively poor economic 

performance was typically expressed with reference to the challenges of ensuring German 

competitiveness in an era of accelerating globalisation. Much reference was made to the greater 

flexibilities provided by Anglo-Saxon economic models, but also to the apparent rigidity of the 

German political system compared to those in its key competitors. Germany’s federal system of 

government appeared to be in a state of gridlock, with governments unable to pass reforms in a host 

of policy areas. In 1997, the German Language Society announced that its word of the year was 

Reformstau (‘reform log-jam’), reflecting its ubiquity in political and media debate. Critics pointed to 

the overlapping responsibilities of the Bund (centre) and the Länder (states) and the scope for the 

indirectly elected Bundesrat, representing the Länder, to veto national government legislation 



passed by the directly elected Bundestag. The President of the German Confederation of Industry, 

Hans-Olaf Henkel, lamented that a combination of federalism and proportional representation were 

preventing Germany from adapting as quickly as others to new economic realities (Spiegel, 1997). Six 

years later, a lead article in Der Spiegel went further, asking: “Is the third largest industrial nation on 

earth at all still governable? On the basis of its 54 year old constitution, the answer would seem to 

be: rather not” (Spiegel, 2003). Governance arrangements that had been deliberately designed to 

fragment power were now widely argued to be hampering German economic performance.  

Frustrations about ‘reform gridlock’ at the federal level were echoed in sub-national policy debates. 

In individual  Länder and, even more notably, in the largest city-regions most exposed to global 

economic competition, the mismatch between territorial boundaries and functional economic areas 

was held to militate against efforts to ensure that German cities and regions remained 

internationally competitive. At the time, ‘new regionalist’ policy prescriptions, which identified sub-

national institutional frameworks and policy responses as critical foundations for economic 

competitiveness under globalisation, became increasingly dominant. Consequently, a long-running 

debate about the lack of congruity between the contemporary geography of functional economic 

regions and the historic boundaries of Länder and local authorities was reignited with renewed 

vigour and a sense of urgency.  

Globalism and Parochialism in Frankfurt Rhine-Main 

Nowhere were such concerns about competitiveness and metropolitan scale expressed more 

strongly than in Frankfurt Rhine-Main, the German city-region with both the strongest articulations 

to the global economy and, arguably, the most intense local disagreements about governance 

arrangements. Frankfurt Rhine-Main has consistently ranked among the world’s top-tier financial 

centres since the 1980s, and boasts significant clusters of other export-orientated industries, 

including chemicals and automotives. But, as a polycentric metropolitan region, it also exbibits 

multiple political faults lines; between the cities and the suburbs, between the dominant city and its 

neighbouring cities; and between big-city politicians and the government of the Land. 

Figure 1: Frankfurt Rhine Main 

 

Source: https://www.aschaffenburg.de/Wirtschaft/Wirtschaftsstandort/Metropolregion-

FrankfurtRheinMain/DE_index_3994.html 

https://www.aschaffenburg.de/Wirtschaft/Wirtschaftsstandort/Metropolregion-FrankfurtRheinMain/DE_index_3994.html
https://www.aschaffenburg.de/Wirtschaft/Wirtschaftsstandort/Metropolregion-FrankfurtRheinMain/DE_index_3994.html


Under its most expansive definition as an economic unit, the greater metropolitan region of 

Frankfurt Rhine-Main spans an area of 14,800 km2 and is home to 5.5 million people living in no 

fewer than 468 municipalities. Although primarily located in the state of Hesse, Frankfurt Rhine-

Main spills over into two other Länder, encompassing the city of Mainz and surrounding districts in 

Rhineland-Pfalz, and the city of Aschaffenburg and its hinterland in Bavaria. Such is the geographical 

reach of the metropolitan region and the fragmentation of its governance, that the core city of 

Frankfurt comprises only 12 per cent of its population and a mere 1.7 per cent of its territory. By 

contrast, the municipalities located in Länder beyond Hesse make up 16 per cent of the Frankfurt 

Rhine-Main’s population and 20 per cent of its territory.  

Table 1: Scales and Governmental Fragmentation in Frankfurt Rhine Main 

Functional Unit Population (m) Territory (km2) Municipalities 

Frankfurt-am-Main  
(Core City) 

0.7 248 1 

Regionalverband 
(Planning Association) 

2.2 2,459 75 

Regierungsbezirk Darmstadt 
(Administrative District)  

3.8 7,445 183 

Frankfurt Rhine-Main 
(Metropolitan Region) 

5.5 14,800 468 

 

Tellingly, the origins of this expansive definition of Frankfurt Rhine-Main lie in the mobilisation of 

economic interests. In 1991, nine Chambers of Commerce jointly established a Rhine-Main Chamber 

of Commerce with the aim of supporting the development of a Rhine-Main Metropolis that would 

be better placed to respond to enhanced territorial competition in Europe. The creation of the 

Rhine-Main Chamber of Commerce was to serve as a catalyst for reimagining the city-region as well 

as for new forms of rescaled governance. Its most immediate effect, however, was to highlight the 

apparent inadequacy of existing structures to the task of ensuring the continued global 

competitiveness of the metropolitan region. 

Prior to the 1990s, the institutional arrangements for city-regional governance were essentially 

restricted to the Umlandverband Frankfurt (Frankfurt Regional Association), created in 1975 

following the core city’s advocacy of structures to assist in the creation of a Regionalstadt (city-

region). Covering a mere 10 per cent of the territory later mapped out by the Chambers of 

Commerce, the Umlandverband represented 43 local authorities, with directly-elected 

representatives from each municipality sitting on its governing body. Its responsibilities focussed on 

public service delivery, including land-use planning, waste disposal, water supply, environmental 

protection and sports and leisure provision. Designed to respond to the need for city-regional policy 

coordination while placating the opposition in suburban municipalities to Frankfurt’s metropolitan 

ambitions, the Umlandverband “had a number of deficiencies from the outset” (OECD, 2015, p. 168). 

For one, it was never regarded by the core city as a satisfactory solution. Even in the 1970s, it was 

clear that the territory it covered represented only a small part of the functional metropolitan 

region. At the same time, the Umlandverband’s strongly democratic character meant that the 

municipalities beyond the core city were able to use its structures as a bulwark against its 

metropolitan ambitions. By the 1990s, the Umlandverband’s role in planning had effectively 



institutionalised opposition to major development schemes, to the extent that it was even described 

by a leading Green Party politician in Frankfurt as “a lobby group against Frankfurt”. At the same 

time, the public services focus of the Umlandverband drew criticism from private sector interests 

who defined governance priorities with respect to economic development, place marketing and 

competitiveness.  

The Great Reform Show 

By the early 2000s, these twin-sets of pressures for both reform of the federal system and for a 

rescaling of metropolitan governance gave rise to a series of new initiatives in Germany. A 

Commission on the Modernisation of the Federal State was established in 2003, making a series of 

recommendations which underpinned a far-reaching set of reforms introduced from 2006 onwards. 

In an initial phase, these reforms shifted responsibility for a number of policy areas much more 

clearly to the Länder while also seeking to reduce the need for federal legislation to be approved by 

the Länder via the Bundesrat. Subsequently, in 2009, reforms were made to fiscal responsibilities, 

introducing stricter financial controls on the Länder, while a third phase of reforms, scheduled for 

implementation in 2020, will result in major changes to the system of financial equalisation between 

Länder (Jeffery, 2008; Kropp and Behnke, 2016; Benz and Sonnickesen, 2017).  

Meanwhile, new metropolitan governance arrangements emerged through a more bottom-up 

process and with a very limited degree of central steering. From the mid-1990s onwards, diverse 

forms of cooperation began to emerge in metropolitan areas, facilitated by the growing focus of 

national spatial development frameworks on city-regions as engines of growth (Zimmermann, 2014, 

2017). In 2001, the establishment of the Initiativkreis Europäische Metropolregionen in Deutschland 

(German Metropolitan Regions Initiative) raised the status of this focus on metropolitan growth 

poles and formalised cooperation between eleven ‘European metropolitan regions in Germany’ 

(Federal Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development, 2011).  

In Frankfurt Rhine-Main, as elsewhere, this national focus coincided with significant reforms to 

existing city-regional governance structures (although there was to be no uniform approach in the 

11 metropolitan regions). The Umlandverband Frankfurt was abolished in March 2001 and replaced 

with a triad of new arrangements. A new planning association, the Planungsverband Ballungsraum 

Frankfurt/Rhein-Main was furnished with weaker powers than its predecessor but covered an 

enlarged territory. A Rat der Region (Council of the Region) brought together representatives from 

the 75 local authorities represents in this enlarged area and was charged with the general task of 

promoting co-operation among its members.  Finally, provisions were made for voluntary inter-

municipal co-operation around particular functional or service areas via the establishment of 

registered associations or arms-length companies.  Aside from planning, the remaining functions of 

the Umlandverband were to be allocated to such special-purpose organisations. 

A Neo-Liberal Project? 

Given the economic performance imperatives and the particular configurations of political and 

economic actors driving these reforms, one interpretation of them would be as characteristically 

neo-liberal policy prescriptions. Prior to the reforms, Brenner (1997, 2000) argued that the emerging 

response to globalisation discourses in Germany revealed that the central state was determined to 

reconfigure institutional arrangements along neo-liberal lines. Brenner (1997) portrays spatial 



planning policy in Germany as moving from a previous commitment to equalise living standards 

across national territory to clear prioritisation of metropolitan regions as growth poles. Spatial 

variations in economic development would inevitably follow from this approach (Brenner, 1997, 

2000). Moreover, in contrast to previous initiatives, which had seen the Länder take the lead on 

economic development, the central state was seeking to ‘force major institutions and actors within 

metropolitan regions to co-ordinate their activities’ (Brenner, 2000, p.332). The consequence of this 

process, he suggested “may well herald a centrally induced fragmentation of the Rhine model 

among regionally specific institutional and industrial systems engaged in aggressive inter-territorial 

warfare” (Brenner, 2000, p.338).  

 

There are potentially grounds to see the subsequent reforms of German federalism and the rescaling 

of metropolitan governance in Frankfurt Rhine-Main, and elsewhere, as evidence of such trends. 

However, there are also good reasons to question the view that these dynamics represented a 

centrally-driven project and even better reasons to ask whether such change can be driven from the 

centre in Germany. Wealthier Länder such as Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg and Hesse were key 

advocates of change, pointing to the huge fiscal transfers they were making annual to other Länder 

and the negative impact this had on them, as the most economically successful regions, to continue 

to compete globally. Given the collective decision-making power of the Länder in the German 

political system, these demands from the minority of donor Länder were inevitably challenged by 

the majority of recipient Länder, who were rather less enthusiastic about downplaying commitments 

to the equalisation of living conditions. Similarly, concerns about Frankfurt Rhine-Main’s capacity to 

compete under conditions of accelerating globalisation were what drove arguments for a re-

territorialisation of metropolitan governance. As we have seen, it was the corporate sector, via the 

Chambers of Commerce, which initially pushed for a rescaling of Frankfurt Rhine-Main. However, 

these proposals drew substantial opposition from municipalities in the city-region. As a result, the 

Land government has had to negotiate a careful position between promoting Frankfurt as Hesse’s 

key economic centre and maintaining relative harmony among its constituent units of local 

government.  

In other words, the complex politics of conflict and negotiation inherent to inter-governmental 

relations in a federal state have not gone away. Closer examination of the outcomes of the reform 

dynamics sketched out above underlines the significance of this truism. Certainly, the German 

federal system has undergone far-reaching reform and there have also been major changes to 

metropolitan governance structures. Given the high threshold requirements for constitutional 

reform in Germany (a two-thirds majority in both parliamentary chambers), the act of reforming the 

federal system can be viewed as a major political achievement in itself. Set against a context in 

which gridlock was seen as the norm, the 2006 reforms were easily the most far-reaching since the 

German Federal Republic was founded in 1949 (Zolnhöfer, 2008). Indeed, Edmund Stoiber, the 

Bavarian Minister-President, who had been one of the most vociferous advocates of change and 

joint-chair of the Commission on modernisation called the outcome “the mother of all reforms”. 

However, taking stock of the combined legacy of the 2006 and 2009 of the reforms presents quite a 

different picture. The scope for Länder to take sole responsibility for policy areas has been taken up 

highly unevenly and, in several instances, such as higher education, there has been a clear tendency 

towards the reinvention of joint decision-making (Kropp and Behnke, 2016). Meanwhile, the 

imperatives towards decentralisation which drove phase 1 of the reforms were quite different to 



those in phase 2 which, in the wake of the financial crisis, stemmed from a concern to exert greater 

central control over Länder budgeting. Over this period, the dominant narrative had rebalanced 

much more clearly in favour of a maintenance of the goal of equalising living conditions across 

national territory (Kropp and Behnke, 2016; Benz and Sonnicksen, 2017).  

The net result has been a zig-zag pattern of reform, the net results of which have demonstrated no 

significant departure from Germany’s traditional and distinctive model of cooperative federalism 

(Kropp and Behnke, 2016; Benz and Sonnicksen, 2017). Certainly, there are clear examples of policy 

variation among Länder (Jeffery and Pamphilis, 2016), but it is likely that such differences were 

always overlooked given the portrayal of Gemany as a “federal state with a unitary political culture” 

(c.f. Scharpf, 2008). Likewise, while the Reformstau appears to have been unblocked, it is likely that 

the causes of this are party political rather than institutional. The proportion of Bills requiring 

Bundesrat approval has been reduced (Stecker, 2016). But it is also apparent that the legislation 

process has been rendered more efficient as a result of all German governments since 2006 being 

Grand Coalitions of the Christian Democrats and Social Democrats.  

If federal reforms dynamics processed in a zig-zag pattern, attempts to rescale state structures in 

Frankfurt Rhine-Main followed an even less linear trajectory. The reforms instigated in 2001 lasted 

for exactly 10 years, before being replaced by a new set of arrangements on 1 April 2011. The 2001 

arrangements had departure from the model of the Umlandverband in that they were characterised 

by “very large scales and very narrow scopes” (Blatter, 2006, p.43). Yet, aside from place marketing, 

most of these activities rescaled on this basis met with limited success (Blatter, 2006). There were 

ongoing problems of mistrust among key actors and an associated failure to generate consensus, 

resulting in “a fragmented metropolitan governance arrangement that is hardly able to coordinate 

activities effectively” (Heinelt and Zimmerman, 2011, p.1189). In response, the 2011 reforms 

essentially accepted that attempts to impose ordered governance arrangements were futile. The 

2001 planning authority was replaced by the Regionalverband FrankfurtRheinMain (Frankfurt Rhine-

Main regional authority), covering the same geographical area as its immediate predecessor but still 

with weaker powers than the earlier Umlandverband. The Council of the Region was abolished, 

while the emphasis on the creation of single-purposes agencies and associations was strengthened. 

The number of such bodies has expanded dramatically over time, each characterised not only by a 

focus on a single function but by a distinctive geography. A total of 21 associations are supported in 

some way by the Rhine Main Regional Authority, with remits in fields such as international 

marketing, economic development, tourism and culture. These arrangements are arguably better-

suited to polycentric structure of the Frankfurt Rhine Main metropolitan region, and the realities of 

its centrifugal politics. Yet, they have also resulted in the simultaneous existence of multiple Rhine 

Mains, among which it is difficult to discern any “deliberate regional strategy” (Heinelt and 

Zimmerman, 2011). There are numerous overlapping responsibilities, notably in land-use planning, 

economic marketing and cultural policy (OECD, 2015).  

The resultant arrangements are messy and almost literally unmappable. Since membership of these 

associations is voluntary, their geographical coverage tends to be defined by a combination of the 

nature of the function it provides, the location of relevant activities within Rhine Main and the 

willingness of municipalities, corporations and other actors to join the club in question. This 

tendency is captured well by comparing the geography of the Rhein-Main-Verkehrsverbund (Rhine-

Main Transport Association), which runs public transport services for the metropolitan area, with 



that of the KulturRegion FrankfurtRheinMain (Culture Region Frankfurt Rhine-Main), which 

promotes cooperative cultural projects among the municipalities in the city-region. Given the nature 

of public transport in a metropolitan region, the area covered by the Rhine-Main Transport 

Association is extensive and comprehensive, with a dense network of rail lines in the core city 

spanning out in multiple directions to connect it to the suburbs and beyond. As Figure 2 illustrates, 

the territory of Rhine-Main Transport Association therefore offers an image of a highly integrated 

metropolitan region, centred on Frankfurt. By contrast, the Culture Region Frankfurt Rhine-Main is 

characterised by a fragmented, incoherent geography (see Figure 3). Based on its membership, the 

Culture Region covers Frankfurt and its neighbouring municipalities, as well as a number of 

municipalities in the northern, eastern, southern and western peripheries of Rhine-Main. But there 

are significant gaps, not least the absence of two of the largest population centres in the region, 

Mainz and Wiesbaden. 

Figure 2: Rhine-Main Transport Association, Metropolitan Rail Network 

 

Source: https://www.rmv.de 

Figure 3: Membership of the Culture Region Frankfurt Rhine Main 

  

Source: http://www.krfrm.de/krfrm/karte/ 

https://www.rmv.de/
http://www.krfrm.de/krfrm/karte/


Have the reforms failed? 

Both the reforms of the German federal system and of the governance of Frankfurt Rhine Main have 

ultimately produced outcomes which differ substantially from those advocated in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s. At that time, the likely economic consequences of any failure to address perceived 

political system and governance failures were argued to be profound. Measured against the original 

objectives to disentangle Bund and Land responsibilities, it would be difficult to paint the reform of 

federalism as a success. Germany’s federalism remains just as much of the marble cake, rather than 

layer cake, variety as it did in the early 2000s (Kropp and Behnke, 2016). Similarly, the contemporary 

structure of governance in Frankfurt Rhine-Main must surely sit uneasily against any standard 

measures for ‘good governance’, whether those relate to ensuring accountability and transparency, 

providing for policy coherence, or minimising duplication and overlap.   

Yet, if the yardstick for assessing the effectiveness of the reforms is their outcomes for economic 

performance, a very different picture emerges. German economic performance has improved 

dramatically since the mid-2000s. Far from being defined as the ‘sick man of Europe’, Germany is 

unquestionably the economic powerhouse of Europe. GDP growth is strong. Employment levels have 

grown sharply and unemployment has plummeted. Rather than international agencies and business 

publications highlighting concerns about economic competitiveness, attention has shifted to the 

matter of Germany’s oversized current account surplus, build on the back of remarkable export 

success.  

Moreover, evidence suggests that this economic success has not come at the expense of greater 

disparities in living conditions. Had governance reforms been based on a strictly neo-liberal 

paradigm, as Brenner (1997, 2000) suggested was the case, then the consequences should be clear. 

An approach focussed on enabling the economically strongest Länder and city-regions to compete 

internationally would almost certainly have significant negative implications for economically 

weaker areas. Certainly, we would anticipate reforms consistent with a neo-liberal policy regime to 

result in a reduction in fiscal transfers from ‘richer’ to ‘poorer’ Länder. Consequently, a return to 

economic growth under neo-liberalism would be associated with increased inter-regional disparities 

in measures such as unemployment and poverty rates.  

In fact, stronger German economic performance since the mid-2000s has occurred alongside the 

continuation of large-scale fiscal transfers from wealthier to poorer Länder. As Figure 4 shows, 

Bavaria, Hesse and Baden-Württemberg have continued to make substantial contributions from 

their tax revenues to other Länder, with Berlin in particular receiving substantial sums as a result. 

The remaining new Länder, created following the integration of the former GDR into the Federal 

Republic have also continued to receive large payments through the fiscal equalisation mechanism. 

As Table 2 clarifies, the scale of fiscal transfers and the balance between the number of ‘donor’ 

Länder and ‘recipient’ Länder remains largely unaltered over the course of 15 years.  

  



Figure 4: Financial Equalisation - Donor and Recipient Länder, 2005, 2010 and 2015, €m 

 

Source: Statistiches Bundesamt (2017) 

Table 2: Länder Financial Equalization, Summary Statistics, 2000-2015 

 2000 2005 2010 2015 

Largest donor (Bavaria) -2734 -2235 -3511 -5449 

Largest recipient (Berlin) 2812 2456 2900 3613 

Total sum re-distributed (€m) 8232 6948 7038 9594 

No. Donor Länder 5 5 4 4 

No. Recipient Länder  11 11 12 12 
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The fiscal equalisation mechanism has remained a major point of controversy, not least because 

planned reforms were delayed in the mid-2000s and will not be introduced until 2020. However, its 

continuation has been associated with a very clear pattern of narrowing disparities between the 

Länder over the past decade or so. Table 3 provides summary statistics for unemployment rates in 

the Länder from 2003-17. As the table shows, both the mean and the median unemployment rate 

have fallen sharply since 2003. Significantly, the difference between the mean and the median has 

fallen by 2.6 percentage points, and the two measures are now virtually equal, indicating that 

unemployment rates have become less dispersed. This conclusion is confirmed by the standard 

deviation, which has fallen from 5.0 to 1.9 and by the inter-quartile range, which has dropped from 

8.9 to 2.1 over the same period. In short, unemployment has not only fallen across Germany, but it 

has fallen far more rapidly in those Länder which had the highest unemployment rates in the early 

2000s. The reduction is regional disparities has been dramatic and suggests there has been no rolling 

back of commitments to equalise living conditions.  

Table 3: Länder Unemployment Rates, 2003-2017: Measures of Central Tendency and Dispersion 

Year Mean Median Mean-
Median 

Standard 
Deviation 

Minimum Maximum Inter-
Quartile 

Range 

2003 12.7   10.0   2.7   5.0 6.2   20.5   8.9 

2004 12.6   10.0   2.6   4.9 6.2   20.4   8.8 

2005 13.8   11.8   2.0   4.5 7.0   20.3   7.8 

2006 12.7   11.2   1.5   4.2 6.3   19.0   7.3 

2007 10.7   9.3   1.4   3.8 4.9   16.5   6.5 

2008 9.4   8.3   1.1   3.4 4.1   14.1   5.8 

2009 9.6   8.8   0.8   3.1 4.8   14.0   5.0 

2010 9.0   8.5   0.6   2.9 4.5   13.6   4.6 

2011 8.4   8.0   0.5   2.9 3.8   13.3   4.4 

2012 8.1   7.8   0.3   2.7 3.7   12.3   4.1 

2013 8.1   7.8   0.3   2.5 3.8   11.7   3.8 

2014 7.8   7.7   0.1   2.3 3.8   11.2   3.4 

2015 7.5   7.4   0.1   2.2 3.6   10.9   3.1 

2016 7.1   7.2   0.0   2.0 3.5   10.5   2.6 

2017 6.6   6.7   0.1   1.9 3.2   10.2   2.1 

 

Source: Author’s calculations from Bundesagentur für Arbeit data. 

A similar story is evidenced by the poverty rates of the Länder, as shown in Table 4. In contrast to 

unemployment rates, poverty rates have seen a very slight upward movement nationally since 2005. 

The mean and median poverty rates among the Länder were 16.9% and 15.6% respectively in 2005. 

After some fluctuation, the mean poverty rate in 2016 was also 16.9% while the median was 17.0%.  

However, it is also evident that the differentials between Länder have fallen over this period. The 

standard deviation of Länder poverty rates was 2.9 in 2016, compared to 4.0 in 2005. The inter-

quartile range has also fallen by 2.7 percentage points over the same period. Again, the pattern is 

clear: living standards are more uniform across Germany in 2016 than they were in 2005. This is the 



opposite of what we would expect if policies were directed solely at promoting growth in the most 

competitive metropolitan regions. 

Table 4: Länder Poverty Rates, 2005-2016: Measures of Central Tendency and Dispersion 

 Mean Median Mean-
Median 

Standard 
Deviation 

Minimum Maximum Inter-
Quartile 
Range 

2005 16.9 15.6 1.3 4.0 10.6 24.1 5.8 

2006 16.0 15.7 0.4 3.8 10.1 22.9 6.0 

2007 16.2 16.2 0.0 3.8 10.0 24.3 5.7 

2008 16.4 15.8 0.6 4.0 10.2 24.0 5.7 

2009 16.3 15.7 0.7 3.5 10.9 23.1 5.1 

2010 16.0 15.4 0.7 3.4 10.8 22.4 5.6 

2011 16.5 16.0 0.5 3.5 11.1 22.1 5.4 

2012 16.7 16.0 0.7 3.6 11.0 22.9 4.9 

2013 17.4 17.1 0.3 3.8 11.3 24.6 4.3 

2014 17.0 17.2 -0.2 3.4 11.4 24.1 3.8 

2015 17.4 17.0 0.4 3.5 11.6 24.8 4.2 

2016 16.9 17.0 0.0 2.9 11.9 22.6 3.1 

 

Source: Author’s calculations from Statistisches Bundesamt data. 

One possible explanation for these patterns, of course, would be that the failure of the reform 

agenda to fundamentally alter governance arrangements has served to curtail wealth generation in 

previously more dynamic metropolitan regions, resulting in a general levelling-down effect. Such a 

scenario would be inconsistent with the indicators of German economic success and there is no 

evidence to suggest that metropolitan regions have experienced relative decline. Indeed, despite the 

dire warning issued from a number of quarters in the early 2000s, the persistent failure to design 

stable, effective governance arrangements for Frankfurt Rhine-Main does not appear to have 

impacted negatively on the city-region’s competitive standing. Frankfurt is consistently ranked highly 

among global financial centres. The Global Financial Centres Index 2017 categorises Frankfurt as one 

of 15 ‘global leaders’, alongside four other European cities: London, Geneva, Paris and Zurich. While 

methodologies vary, and some rankings are updated annually while others come and go, this picture 

is confirmed by all similar indices. Although there is consistently a clear gap in such rankings 

between London (always ranked 1st or 2nd globally) and Frankfurt (consistently ranked 7-12th), there 

is generally little separating Frankfurt from other European financial centres, including Paris. More 

broadly-based regional rankings show a similar picture. The EU’s Regional Competitive Index placed 

Darmstadt, the NUTS 2 region containing Frankfurt, in the top 15 of 271 European regions in 2010, 

2013 and 2016. Within Germany, only the Munich City Region outperforms Frankfurt on any key 

economic measures. Rather than city-regional governance acting as a brake on competitiveness, it 

would instead seem to be the case that “political governance of the Greater Frankfurt/Rhine Main 

area is trailing behind the pace of economic progress in the region” (OECD, 2015, p.162).  



One means of assessing whether Frankfurt Rhine-Main is hampered by the apparent failures to 

rescale city-regional governance is to compare its performance against other German city-regions 

with divergent institutional arrangements. The most striking trend in German metropolitan 

governance since the 1990s has been one of divergence (Blatter 2006; Heinelt and Zimmerman, 

2011). It is generally accepted that Frankfurt Rhine-Main, Rhine-Neckar and Hanover have the most 

divergent city-regional governance structures (Heinelt and Zimmerman, 2011). Set against the 

fragmentation and inter-municipal tensions that characterise Frankfurt Rhine Main, Hanover offers a 

case of “consolidated metropolitan government evolved on a voluntary basis” while Rhine Neckar 

represents “a stable case of metropolitan governance” (Heinelt and Zimmerman, 2011, p.1177). 

Figures 5, 6 and 7 present three headline measures of Frankfurt Rhine-Main’s economic 

performance compared to the two primary examples of effective city-regional governance and to 

Germany as a whole. Figure 5 charts GDP per worker for the period from 2006-14. On this core 

measure of productivity, Frankfurt Rhine-Main clearly outperformed Germany, as well as both the 

Hanover and Rhine Neckar metropolitan regions, throughout this period. Moreover, despite some 

modest fluctuations, the gap between Frankfurt Rhine Main and the chosen comparators is as great 

in 2014 as it was in 2006.  

 

Figure 5: Gross domestic product per worker, 2006-14, Frankfurt Rhine Main and comparators 

 

 

Unemployment levels tell a similar story. As Figure 6 shows, unemployment rates in Frankfurt Rhine-

Main fell from 10 per cent in 2006 to just under 6 per cent in 2014. Throughout this period, 

unemployment in Frankfurt Rhine-Main was consistently 2 percentage points below the level for 

Germany as a whole. While unemployment rates in the three metropolitan regions saw a modest 

degree of convergence, there is little in these trends to suppose that divergent governance 

arrangements have impacted on levels of joblessness.  
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Figure 6: Unemployment rate, 2006-14, Frankfurt Rhine Main and comparators. 

 

Finally, Figure 7 provides standardised index measures of the change in employment levels (as 

measured by the number of socially-insured jobs) in the three city-regions and Germany from 2006 

to 2015. Here we find that while Frankfurt Rhine-Main performs in line with the comparators until 

2010, it is somewhat less successful that the other areas in generating job growth over the following 

five years. The gap is modest, however, and it is important to note that total employment in 

Frankfurt Rhine Main has nevertheless increased by 82,000 jobs since 2010. Meanwhile, economic 

forecasts of the impact of Brexit on the City of London have widely assumed that around 10,000 

finance jobs will move to Frankfurt in the coming years. One assessment of the economic multiplier 

effects arising from these relocations has forecast that up to 90,000 additional jobs could be created 

in non-financial sectors by 2022 as a result (Johanning and Noll, 2017). 

Figure 7: Change in number of socially-insured jobs, 2006-2015, Frankfurt Rhine Main and 

comparators (index; 2006=100) 
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Conclusions  

This paper began by noting the dire warnings in the late 1990s and early 2000s about how 

Germany’s gridlocked political system and inadequate metropolitan governance structures were at 

the root of its economic stagnation. A decade and a half later, confidence in German economic 

competitiveness has been restored despite the fact that the apparent flaws in Germany’s 

governance arrangements remain largely unaddressed. Within the case study region examined here, 

attempts to rescale the governance of Frankfurt Rhine-Main continue to flounder in the face of 

parochial politics, yet the city-region continues to perform strongly in global rankings and can expect 

a substantial Brexit dividend over the coming years.  

Both the German and Frankfurt Rhine-Main cases appear to suggest that there are circumstances 

under which apparent ‘governance failure’ constitutes no barrier to economic success. One obvious 

explanation for the paradox identified here is that the assumed links between economic 

globalisation and state restructuring/rescaling were simply wrong. Neither the view that 

globalisation dynamics necessitate particular state formations to ensure competitiveness nor the 

view that globalisation discourse drives the introduction of neo-liberal state formations are borne 

out by this paper. State rescaling has proved difficult to achieve in Germany. At the same time, 

governance arrangements previously seen by some as unfit for the 21st century have been 

associated with a strong, sustained German economic recovery, a clear reduction in regional 

disparities, and the emerge of Frankfurt as the frontrunner in the competition among European 

financial centres to secure economic dividends from Brexit. At a national level, these dynamics may 

well reveal more about the advantages of social market institutions to long-term economic 

performance. At the metropolitan scale, it is possible that what may not appear to work in practice, 

may actually turn out to work in theory. Nobody would set out to design metropolitan governance 

arrangements like those in Frankfurt Rhine Main, yet the emphasis on function specialisation, 

voluntary cooperation and variable geometry is remarkably consistent with the public choice 

theories of metropolitan governance associated with Ostrom (1961, 1972) and others.  
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