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Foreword

There is no shortage of research on the changing nature of cities and the
ways the increasing urbanisation is shaping modern life. Yet too often we
fail to ask this simple, but fundamental question: What is a city? How do we
determine what is, and what is not an urban reality. Of course we know that
London is a bustling UK city, and sparsely populated farmland and
moorland in Cumbria are not. In South Africa, we are aware that Gauteng
province is urban, while Northern Cape province is not. Increasingly,
however, geographical areas are emerging that do not so clearly fit inside or
outside such a classification. As metropolitan areas evolve, as mid-sized
cities reveal characteristics that are both urban and suburban, as cities and
rural life are increasingly interconnected, defining just what we mean when
we talk about cities becomes crucial.

By establishing a clear definition of “urban” and an internationally
recognised definition of urban areas as functional economic areas of similar
size across countries, we believe that research into al aspects of
metropolitan life can greatly benefit, helping us to more clearly understand
the current reality and design better policies for cities, large and small alike.
Policy makers are paying increasing attention to the capacity of urban areas
to contribute to economic growth and the delivery of socia and
environmental goals. At the same time, researchers are actively debating the
role of economic agglomeration in fostering growth, and regional policiesin
maximising and re-balancing national economic performance. This report
contributes to the policy debate, by enhancing the tools available to
researchers and policy makers at local, national and international level to
build robust evidence.

This report is published to set out the progress on the work led by the
OECD, with delegates of the OECD Working Party on Territorial Indicators
(WPTI) and in co-ordination with the European Commission, to set a
functional definition of urban areas that can inform discussions on our
economies, societies and shared environment. It draws on OECD work on
regions and urbanisation, including OECD Regional Outlook (2011), OECD
Regions at a Glance (2011), Cities and Climate Change (2010), Regions
Matter (2009). It isintended to be afirst step in redefining the way we study
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urban areas and the interactions within and between them in OECD
countries and beyond. The next step is to enhance its scope to compare the
development of cities and metropolitan areas, which will require the active
involvement of governments and statistical experts and authorities. The
OECD looks forward to taking this work further.
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