RHEIN-RUHR-WUPPER: NAMELESS IN GERMANY
Essen-Dortmund-Dusseldorf-Duisburg-Bochum-WuppertalGiesenkirken-Krefeld-Oberhausen-Hagen, Germany
“Metrorapid” (Mag-Lev Urban Public Transport) Brochure at End of Document
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7,500,000
Washington-Baltimore
Urbanized Area* Population
6,100,000
Bangkok
Urbanized Land Area: Square Miles
1,050
Paris, Osaka-Kobe-Kyoto,
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Population per Square Mile
5,800
San Jose (California), OttawaHull, San Francisco, Winnipeg
Population per Square Kilometer
2,300
Largest urbanized area in Germany
3rd largest urbanized area in Western Europe
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stations
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Germany’s largest urban area seems not to have an agreed-upon name, and it would seem that
most people have no idea that whatever it is called is indeed the largest urban area in the nation.
But it is. Everyone knows of larger London and Paris, but not the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper, which
might also be called Essen-Dortmund-Dusseldorf-Duisburg-Bochum-Wuppertal-Giesenkirchen,
Krefeld-Oberhausen-Hagen, Germany, after all of its cities with more than 200,000 residents.
Here, on the banks of the Rhine, Ruhr and Wupper Rivers is one of the most unique urban areas
in the world. Sometimes it is called Essen, after its largest city. But, its four largest cities (Essen,
Dortmund, Dusseldorf and Duisburg) all have population totals within 20 percent of one-another,
and all, at least for the moment, more than 500,000.
Some analysts separate the urbanized area into two, with Dusseldorf off by itself, along with
Wuppertal the other Wupper Valley cities. There is some justification for such a view. This gray
urban area has a picturesque setting, with a range of hills to the south of the Ruhr Valley, to
some dividing the the area between Essen, Dortmund, Duisburg, Bochum, Giesenkirchen,
Oberhausen, etc. on the Ruhr, to the north, and Dusseldorf, Wuppertal, etc. on the Wupper, to the
south. But the two sectors are connected by high-quality, wide autobahns and there the two linear
cities are connected around the hills at Duisburg/Dusseldorf and Hagen. Off to the west of the
Rhine, the area extends further to Krefeld. This is one urbanized area, with a large reserve of
green space represented by the hills in the center. North of the hills is approximately two-thirds
of the population and two-thirds of the developed land area.

All four of the largest municipalities, like most central cities around the world that are hemmedin by other municipalities, are losing population --- 200,000 since 1969. Bochum and Wuppertal,
numbers five and six, both had more than 400,000 at one time, and are headed now toward
350,000. Geisenkirken, now the seventh largest city, has dropped to 275,000, having fallen from
360,000. The others above 200,000, Krefeld, Oberhausen and Hagen have also lost population.
One has to look to 14th ranked Neuss to find a city that has more people today than 30 years ago.
There is probably not a more decentralized urban area in the world. This was Houston or Atlanta
before Houston or Atlanta became household names (something this urban area lacking a name
has yet to do). Here, large cities simply grew together. There is no central business district here.
There are a number of large, what might be considered secondary business districts instead. By
comparison, downtown Los Angeles --- that core so pitifully insignificant for a metropolitan area
of 16 million --- looks impressive. Perhaps the most important centers are in Dusseldorf,
Duisburg, Dortmund, Essen and Bochum. Dusseldorf is the largest, and the most modern.
Duisburg is the most historically attractive.
Between these centers are the apartments, houses and factories that stretch seemingly forever
along what has to be the most comprehensive freeway (autobahn) system outside Canada or the
United States. It is possible that the Paris freeway system is more comprehensive, but only
outside the ville de Paris. What makes the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper system so unusual for Europe is
that it criss-crosses the entire area. The system serves and penetrates virtually all of the larger
central cities, with a grid-like design. The map below fails to do the system justice, with some
autobahns indicated as local roadways. The roadways are wide, and some, in the classic German
style, have no speed limit (for example, the A-42 between Geisenkirchen and Oberhausen). Here
is a system of freeways representing a dense network that rivals that of Montreal, Los Angeles,
Houston or Dallas.
This is the historical industrial heart of Germany. It might well be considered the Pittsburgh or
Birmingham of Germany. The old industrial heart is especially obvious along the banks of the
Ruhr and Rhine Rivers in Duisburg.
Like other European urban areas, the principles of “new urbanism” will be found at work in the
Rhien-Ruhr-Wupper. For example, higher density neighborhood sidewalks double as parking for
the cars that most households have available.
With its fine freeway system, the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper has developed perhaps the highest
personal automobile travel share (lowest public transport market share) among the major urban
areas of Western Europe, at approximately 12 percent (slightly above New York, one-half that of
Paris and one-third that of Barcelona).
As would be expected in an area that is the amalgam of many central cities, public transport,
though integrated, is largely composed of municipally oriented systems that provide high levels
of service to the various central business districts.
But this urban area, which hasn’t had the time to adopt an official name yet, was planning to
build the world’s first magnetic levitation urban transport system. No, that is not a misprint --- a
magnetic levitation urban transport line. When I was in the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper in 2001, there
were booths at Dusseldorf station with system literature. This was a “go.”

This mag lev line, like the line about to open in Shanghai that will whisk airport patrons from
across the river from downtown to the closeby airport at prop-jet speeds, appears to be what is
left of Germany’s national infrastructure disaster “Trans-Rapid.” Originally, “Transrapid” was to
provide 300 mile per hour service between Hamburg and Berlin. But the cost escalation rivaled
the design speed and even a central government not renown for its fiscal discipline administered
a cancellation that can only be called a mercy killing.
Why not a Concorde based urban transport system? It is as if a disappointed Seattle, having had
its expensive Boeing super-sonic transport (SST) cancelled had decided, instead, to establish an
SST system (call it “SSTrapid”) from Sea-Tac International Airport to a new airport in Kirkland
(with intermediate stops at Boeing Field and Smith Tower) as the first route in its regional rapid
transit system. Even the current events in Seattle, the worst urban transport planning train wreck
in U.S. history, seem reasonable by comparison.
Anyway, the SST on a guideway, called “Metrorapid” in this application, was to operate from
the Dusseldorf railway station to Duisburg. Mag-lev devotees doubtless expected “Metrorapid”
to draw away most of the 88 percent of people who drive today, its attractiveness compensating
for the fact that it doesn’t go anywhere near their origin or destination. Such is the politics of
urban transport romance. But it is not always the politics of public finance, and the lander (state)
of North-Rhine-Westphalia held memorial services just a couple of months ago. The local public
transport authorities have embarrassedly removed the colorful promotional literature from the
internet. But, for the sake of history, the promotional brochure is reproduced at the end of this
document.
But the “Rube Goldberg” inventors still have a chance --- Munich is considering a line from its
airport to the central business district. If that doesn’t work, there’s always the Sioux City project
for which the U.S. Congress has so wisely earmarked funding. Mag-lev’s problem is airplanes. If
airplanes had not been invented maybe there would have been a market for Mag-Lev. But there
still may be hope. Some city seeking to build the world’s tallest Freudian symbol may include a
mag-lev lift (elevator).
Who knows? Maybe the whole “Metrorapid” hallucination in the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper was a
scheme by local chambers of commerce to give this place no one knows, a sense of place. But
even in in an urban area rich enough, in a country rich enough to waste its money on monoliths
that make no difference and do little more than inflate official egos, this was a step too far. It’s
all just as well The six million people who live here would carry on in the future little differently
than they do today.
Then there is Wuppertal, home of the public transport system of the future that will always be the
public transport system of the future (to borrow the phrase about Brazil) --- the world’s first
monorail, opened just a few years after that other 19th century technology, streetcars (light rail).
Unlike the newer lines that have been built in Japanese urban areas and the Disney systems that
represent such a gleam in the eyes of romantics in the United States, the Wuppertal system hangs
from the guideway rather than traveling on top of it. The line runs over a river, with the supports
of the guideway implanted on the river banks on each side, revealing a caricature of one of
monorail’s fatal flaws. Its overhead guideway requirement produces a visual eyesore that would
not be tolerated in most modern communities. The wasteland that the Seattle monorail has made
of 5th Avenue is a good example --- a 1960s version of the Brooklyn elevated railways that block
out the sun and make the environment unlivable for anyone with a choice. But Wuppertal is
different. Here, the time and environment came together at a particular time to produce a public

transport system that made some sense at the time. And, were environmental busybodies to seek
its dismantlement, the historical preservationists would win the day by virtue of the fact that, at
least by everyone’s memory, the monorail predates the river.
So the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper shows public transport as it was and never will be (the monorail) and
as it might have been if money grew on trees and transport policy germinated in an asylum
(SSTrapid, or Metrorapid). The difference is, of course, that the monorail can actually be seen
and ridden, while SSTrapid/Metrorapid is only a memory, the most visible evidence of it on the
Internet being at the bottom of this document.
The Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper is also a very sparsely populated urban area by Western European
standards. It may be the least densely populated such area. At 5,800 per square mile (2,300 per
square mile), it is more than 15 percent less dense than Los Angeles, less dense than Toronto and
less dense than Nagoya (by 20 percent), the capital of sprawl in Japan. Perhaps its closest peer in
density is that paragon of suburbanism, as centerless as the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper, San Jose
(California). By comparison, Barcelona is more than three times as dense and Paris is more than
50 percent more dense. Part of this has to do with what might appear to be “leap-frog”
development --- patches of empty land in the middle of the urban area, surrounded by
development (not the hills referred to above). But it is not so much leap frog development as it is
what remains of the empty space between the many expanding cities of the area. The day may
come when most or all of these areas are developed, but even then, the continuing population
loss will produce even lower densities than today.
At the same time, there is something here of the feeling of Pittsburgh --- that former U.S.
industrial giant that managed to execute what might have been the largest concentration of steel
production in the world. It is clear that the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper was more important in the past
than it is today. It has surely not declined to the extent of a Pittsburgh (or worse, a Youngstown),
but it has declined nonetheless. Today it is among the least affluent major German urban areas, a
full third behind nearby Hamburg, which by some accounts is Europe’s richest. Some data
suggests that Prague has passed the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper in per-capita gross product (purchasing
power parity). But this is not a poor area, any more than Montreal, Salt Lake City or Virginia
Beach-Norfold are poor. It is just not as rich as the rest of Germany that was fortunate to be west
of the post-War dividing line.
Without “Metrorapid,” or even “SSTrapid,” the Rhein-Ruhr-Wupper, whatever you want to call
it, is a unique urban area that is well worth a visit.
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