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12 The weakness of strong ties

The lock-in of regional development in
the Ruhr area!

~Gernot Grabher

The glorious history of the Ruhr, the industrial heartland of West
Germany, could be written as the success story of an industrial district.
At a glance at least, the prosperous Ruhr industry of former decades
corresponds with the prosperous industrial districts of today. Highly
specialized regional industry was effectively supported by a developed
infrastructure of supplier firms and regional institutions which tailored
their services to the specific needs of regional industry. The agglom-
eration of industry facilitated personal communication and exchange of
ideas and generated a process of mutual training and learning by doing.
Marshall’s metaphor of ‘industrial atmosphere’ certainly applied to the
culture of the Ruhr:

It is to be remembered that a man can generally pass easily from one
machine to another; but that the manual handling of a material often
requires a fine skill that is not easily acquired in middle age: for that
is characteristic-of a special industrial atmosphere.

(Marshall 1913/1927: 287)

Especially in the steel industry of the Ruhr, the ‘fine skills’ to run a
furnace were provided by a long-term process of mutual training. In
essence, the production of steel used to be less a rational technology
than a culinary art that required a fine flair for the different ingredients.

Apparently, the systemic and agglomerative character of the Ruhr
justified the label ‘industrial district’.

The conditions of population density, presence of infrastructure,
industrial atmosphere, which are both the source and the result, the
cause and the effect, of that part of returns which cannot be explained
either 'by internal economies of scale or by R&D, apply to the
industrial district. It is this extra-element of productivity which made
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