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Abstract 

 

By comparing the occupational records in the population censuses and the censuses of industry, we aim 

to construct a comprehensive standardized database about the number of companies and employees on 

the regional (provincial) and local (municipal) level in the Netherlands and Belgium since 1820 to 

present. After closely attributing each of the sectors in the census data to its most-fitting ISIC revision 

4 sectoral counterparts, we are able to present a more detailed dataset on the sectoral level which is 

consistent over time. Based on this geographical and sectoral detailed scope, the statement as if Belgium 

was a quick industrializer and the Netherlands as a lagging industrializer in Western European economic 

perspective, needs reviewing. While it is true that during the 1850s - 1910s Belgium surpassed the 

Netherlands in industrialization, the growth of a strong manufacturing sector remained to a large degree 

confined to the provinces of Liège and Hainaut, as industry firms clustered near centres of coal mining. 

Since more commercial oriented industries, such as clothing or food industries benefitted more from 

centres of consumers or export and transport facilities, larger cities such as Rotterdam, Brussels, 

Antwerp, and Amsterdam benefitted of new industrial activities. As a result, based on employment 

numbers the Dutch regions were by 1930 the smaller brother than Belgian regions, in terms of steam 

engines both regions were already equal. The second half of the 20th century eventually created a new 

change: specialization and de-location caused many original forerunners of industrialization such as the 

Hainaut and Liège regions to de-industrialize while most regions shifted to a service-based economy. 
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1. Introduction 

The rise of industrialization as we know it today, proved to be a watershed in human history by not just 

changing income levels, but also labour structures and even our world view. It is therefore not surprising 

that this rise is often called an “industrial revolution”. The term “revolution” suggests a process of a 

“rapid take-off”, most notably brought forward by Rostow (1960: 7). In this view, starting from 18th 

century England, new industrial activities soon spread as a slick of oil to continental Europe with 

Belgium being one of the countries where the oil dripped first. Consequently, other countries, among 

which the Netherlands, pursued this path to modern economic growth relatively late, at the turn of the 

19th century. 

 To a certain extent, the publications in the Low Countries over the last couple of decades reflect 

this view of industrialization. So was the manufacturing sector in Belgium, being the second country to 

industrialize after Britain (Mokyr 1976), the subject of a plentiful number of monographs (e.g. Olyslager 

1947, De Brabander 1983, De Brabander 1984, Pluymers 1992, Wautelet 1995) which studied the 

industrialization process in a national perspective, often drawing evidence from the censuses of industry. 

On the other hand, the publications about the manufacturing sector in the Netherlands, a country where 

industrialization took off at a later stadium, are less abundant. Most of these studies describe the Dutch 

industrialization process within a national perspective, often drawing data from indirect estimates of 

production (e.g. De Jonge 1968, Dansma, De Meere, and Noordegraaf 1979, Jansen 1999, De Jong 

1999). Following the pioneer work of Mokyr (1974, 1976), some studies tried to compare the industrial 

performance of both countries (Van Houtte 1972, Van Der Wee 1984, Klep and Danneels 1993), where 

most authors used the comparison of an early follower (Belgium) and a lagger (the Netherlands) to 

discuss the causes of the Industrial Revolution or industrialization. 

 If we take a look at the occupational structure of Belgium and the Netherlands between 1820 

and 2010, both lines of figure 1 seem to confirm the hypothesis as if Belgium was ‘industrial’ and the 

Netherlands were not, with the Netherlands consistently having a lower share of employment in industry 

than its southern neighbour. However, it also reveals large similarities between both countries. Both 

experienced an increasing employment in the manufacturing sector or a process of industrialization, 

although surprisingly, in Belgium a slight de-industrialization process occurred between 1856 and 1880 

while the industrial revolution was in full swing, although this can be the result of a margin of error 

related to this quick reconstruction exercise. An absolute peak was reached in the 1950s for Belgium 

and the 1960s for the Netherlands, while thereafter a de-industrialization process ushered in both 

countries, which seems to last until today. 
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Figure 1. Percentage of the labour force employed in the manufacturing sector, in Belgium and 

the Netherlands (1820 – 2010)1 

 

 In recent decades, this image of industrialization as a linear and national phenomenon became 

criticized. As Sidney Pollard (1982) and Patrick O’Brien (1986) argued, “industrialization […] was a 

regional and not a national process” (O’Brien 1986: 297). Although many economic historians 

nowadays agree with the statements of both authors, many international comparisons still take place 

within a national perspective (e.g. Broadberry and O’Rourke 2010). Indeed, the location of industry was 

not fixed but shifted over time, in which it did not confine itself to national boundaries. The image as if 

Belgium was ‘industrial’ and equipped with coal reserves, and the Netherlands were not, is inaccurate, 

as the coal availability in Belgium was limited to a smaller geographical area, the axis between Charleroi 

and Liège. It was in this small geographical area, rather than in Belgium in totality as often portrayed, 

in which next to the coal facilities new mechanized manufacturing activities arose at the beginning of 

the 19th century. Nonetheless, this temporal and regional varied image of industrialization did not found 

its way to the publications on this topic in the Low Countries.  

 Nonetheless, we certainly have hints of regional differences in the Low Countries. While 

Belgium is known for the linguistic and political alienation between the northern Dutch-speaking part 

(Flanders) and the southern French-speaking part (Wallonia), in the Netherlands political disagreements 

rise up repeatedly between the highly urbanized central-western part (the so-called Randstad) and the 

more peripheral part of the country. Therefore, it is fair to say that the account on industrialization in 

both countries needs updating. In this contribution, we show that even two small countries can be 

confronted with huge regional differences between emerging and declining areas. One of the reasons 

for a lacking cross-national, long-term, and dynamical perspective on industrialization in the Low 

                                                
1 Sources: for Belgium, we used the Population Censuses of 1846 – 1991 and the statistics of the Federal Planning Bureau 
(2001-2011). For the Netherlands, we used the CBS collection ‘200-jaar-statistiek-in-tijdreeksen’. For an estimate in 1819 for 
both countries, we used the statistics about the industrial employment in the Kingdom of the Netherlands, as reported in the 
Statistieken van de Nederlandse Nijverheid, by Brugmans and Dansma et al. (1819). 
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Countries, was the lack of comparable data. Non-comparability of data over regions, time periods, as 

well as manufacturing sectors. In section 2, we will describe our construction of such a standardized 

dataset, by using the censuses of industry and the occupational records in the population censuses as a 

starting point. For a reason of simplicity, we will make use of abbreviations for both sources, 

respectively referring to both as IC and PC. In sections 3 - 5, we continue with a regional and sectoral 

varied account of industrialization in the Low Countries, to end with a brief conclusion in section 6. 

2. Comparing the Censuses of Industry and Population 

In an attempt to overcome the problem of non-comparable data, table 1 presents a short summary of the 

used ICs of our selected benchmark years which documented on the regional or provincial level in both 

countries (see figure 1). We mainly turned to the Industrietelling or Census of Industry for the Belgian 

editions and Bedrijfstelling or Census of Companies for the Dutch editions. For the industrial 

employment data of 1820, we used the publications of Brugmans (1956) and the revised supplement of 

Dansma, De Meere and Noordegraaf (1979), which collected statistics about the industrial census of 

1819 in the former Dutch and Belgian United Kingdom of the Netherlands. As these censuses were 

organized quite early in Belgium, we are able to use these censuses for the 1850 – 1970 period. As the 

first industrial census in the Netherlands was conducted in 1930, we had to turn to earlier conducted 

statistics which measured industrial activity in the Netherlands on a regional or local level. For 1850, 

we used the Condition of the Dutch Factories, or Staat van de Nederlandse Fabrieken (1859). For 1890, 

we used a sample of Dutch municipal reports of 1896 (Philips, Foldvari, and Van Leeuwen 2018). For 

the last benchmark year (2010), we turn to alternative statistics about employment in industry: the 

statistics of the Dutch LISA register and the statistics of the Belgian Office of Social Security Service. 

 As aforementioned, most above mentioned sources are non-representative for the total number 

of employees in the manufacturing sector, specifically for the 1820 – 1930 editions. For instance, the 

Dutch IC of 1850 excluded data about the household production activities, while the Dutch IC of 1890 

did include household production. An additional complication is that several ICs recorded employment 

at a problematic timing. For instance, the Belgian IC of 1896 was performed in October, a period in 

which the sugar manufacturing sector was performing at full capacity but the ceramic manufacturing 

sector was hardly active (De Brabander 1983, 1984). Likewise, seasonal changes also had a major 

impact on measuring employment, especially those regarding the food manufacturing sectors. 
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Table 1. List of the used censuses of industry in the Netherlands and Belgium2 
 

 the Netherlands Belgium 

1820 Statistics about the Dutch Industry, or Statistieken van de Nederlandse 
Nijverheid, by Brugmans and Dansma et al. (1819) 

1850 
the Condition of the Dutch Factories, 

or Staat van de Nederlandse 
Fabrieken (1859) 

Census of Industry (1846) 

1890 
Local Municipal Reports, or 

Verslagen van de toestand van de 
gemeenten (1896) 

Census of Industry and Professions 
(1896) 

1930 Census of Companies (1930) Census of Industry (1937) 

1970 Census of Companies (1978) Census of Industry (1970) 

2010 LISA Database (2010) 
RSZ and RIZIV Statistics, collected 

by the Belgian Office of Social 
Security (2010) 

 The solution to these problems in the Belgian and Dutch historiography, has been twofold until 

now. A first group of publications used the ICs exclusively as an illustration and turned to alternative 

sources, as these authors argued that the ICs only reveal a partial picture of the total labour force (e.g. 

Wautelet 1995, Jansen 1999). A second group of studies critically evaluated industrial censuses on its 

significance and representativeness, merely highlighting in which manufacturing sectors the census 

didn’t capture a complete image of the total employment (e.g. Bracke 2000). Correcting one or all the 

miscalculations of the ICs proved to be a cumbersome task (e.g. De Brabander 1983, De Brabander 

1984), which eventually didn’t pay off as all these corrections still were not able to resolve all issues 

(Buyst 2007). 

 Therefore, our preference has gone to a more elegant option: comparing the ICs with the PCs, 

which allows an adjustment of the ICs on the regional and sectoral level. Using this method, for each 

sector or region where important discrepancies existed between the PCs and ICs, we will thus be able 

to critically evaluate the miscalculations of the ICs but also correct them. As every resident had to 

indicate his or her occupation in the PCs, these sources provide an excellent measurement of the total 

labour force. Moreover, given that in PCs unemployed usually declared their previous job as their 

current occupation (Buyst 2007: 10), this solves the problem of seasonal labour.3 By multiplying the 

                                                
2 After taking a look at Table 1, one may notice how the benchmark years do not precisely line up with the years of the actual 
sources. For instance, benchmark year 1890 contained data on 1896 for Belgium and the Netherlands. However, since our 
research interest goes to long-term development in the manufacturing sector and for the purpose of simplicity, we will also 
refer to these benchmark years further in the text as presented in Table 1, notwithstanding there might exist a gap of several 
years between the benchmark year and the actual source material. 
3 “In a population census the unemployed usually declare their previous job, but this solves to a certain extent the problem that 
most PCs were held on 31 December. Therefore, our results are not blurred by the effects of seasonal unemployment.” (Buyst 
2007: 10) 



 
 

7 

number of employees in the manufacturing sectors where the ICs miscalculate the number of employees, 

we will thus be able to transform the ICs into representative datasets. This approach has been used for 

the Belgian ICs and PCs of 1890 before (Buyst 2007), where it was shown to be fruitful. As an 

illustration, in section 2.1. and section 2.2. we follow this method in greater detail for two benchmark 

years: 1850 and 1890. 

2.1. Comparing the Censuses of Industry and Population around 1850 

In order to compare the Belgian IC and PC of 1846, we used the Belgian PC of 1846.4 The Belgian PC 

only categorized between 7 sectors of manufacturing,5 for which the census designers made a 

subdivision between employers (maîtres) and employees (ouvriers) and a geographical subdivision over 

provinces. While the Belgian IC categorized over these same 7 sectors, they provided a sectoral 

subdivision over 182 subsectors. Therefore, we came up with the following approach: first, we attributed 

each of the IC sectors to one of the 7 sectors of the PC. Second, we calculated the employment numbers 

of the PC across the ISIC sectoral division of the IC. For the Netherlands, we used the occupational 

records in the population census of 1849.6 Here, a subdivision was made into 399 occupation groups (of 

which 139 fitted the ISIC definition of manufacturing), therefore not leading to the same problems as 

with regards to the Belgian PC. 

Figure 2. The labour force in manufacturing in the Netherlands and Belgium around 1850, by 
province 

 

 
 

                                                
4 Population. Recensement général (15 Octobre 1846). Brussel, 1849. 
5 The following seven categories were distinguished in the Belgian PC of 1846: food (nourriture de l’homme), apparel 
(vétément), construction (batiment), furniture (ameublement), textiles (industrie manufactures), metal (industrie 
metallurgique), and other manufacturing-related occupations (autres professions). 
6 Uitkomsten der Derde Tientjarige Volkstelling in het Koningrijk der Nederlanden op den Negentienden November 1849. ‘s 
Gravenhage, 1853. 
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 When turning to the discrepancies between the PCs and ICs over the provinces in both countries 

in figure 2, employment in the Dutch provinces seem to be fairly adequately estimated by the IC, while 

the regional estimates of the Belgian IC and PC seem to be more different. Especially for the provinces 

of Oost-Vlaanderen and West-Vlaanderen, the IC seems to have undervalued employment. This 

underestimation can be credited to the failed incorporation of the domestic industry in the IC of 1846, 

as homework of textiles and apparel was very prominent in both provinces and was captured in the PC. 

The smaller deviations in Brabant and Liège could similarly be interpreted by the exclusion of domestic 

industry. The Belgian IC of 1896 report a large activity of domestic cotton, linen, and woollen textiles 

and apparel production in Brabant and a large-scale domestic production of nails, bolts, weapons and 

knives in Liège. For the Netherlands, it seems that, with the exception of South Holland and to a lesser 

degree Gelderland, the deviations in employment numbers between the Dutch IC and PC seem rather 

small. It is worth mentioning that the relative number of municipalities reported in the Dutch IC of 1850 

was not lower for the province of Zuid Holland than for the other provinces.7 Therefore, the deviation 

between the PC and IC in this province cannot be credited to a non-representative sample. 

 When taking a look at the Belgian sectoral subdivision in figure 3, our earlier hypothesis that 

the exclusion of homeworking was responsible for the largest deviations between the Belgian PC and 

IC of 1850 seems to be confirmed. The largest discrepancies existed in the manufacturing of textiles 

(ISIC division 13) and apparel (ISIC division 14), commonly regarded as the largest sectors in domestic 

industry. For instance, Vandenbroeke (1985, 1996) measured how in the former county of Flanders at 

the end of the 17th century, around 42 % of the households owned spinning wheels in this region. 

Similarly, the IC of 1896 reported a high employment in domestic textiles and apparel production,8 

suggesting a continuity of these industrial activities in the region. Additionally, ISIC division 23 

(manufacturing of other non-metallic mineral products) seems to be underestimated as well, most likely 

caused by the low activity in this sector at the moment of measurement (winter) and the high dependency 

of seasonal labour in this sector, as De Brabander (1984: 48) noted. 

  

                                                
7 The Dutch IC of 1850 documented employment in 119 municipalities, on a total of 143 municipalities in South Holland. In 
total, the Dutch IC of 1850 registered employment in 655 municipalities, of the 1209 municipalities in the Netherlands. 
8 According to the Belgian IC of 1896, in the province of East Flanders 18 016 women on a total of 152 535 employees working 
in the manufacturing sector and in the province of West Flanders 25 547 women on a total of 95 379 employees working in the 
manufacturing sector were occupied with domestic spinning. 
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Figure 3. The labour force in manufacturing in Belgium in 1846, by ISIC level 2 sector 
 

 
 

 Bearing in mind that the provincial results of the Dutch IC deviated from the PC almost 

exclusively in the Zuid-Holland and Gelderland provinces, it seems that the following three sectors were 

most notably undervalued in these provinces: the manufacturing of food (division 10), apparel (division 

14), and leather (division 15). Since the relative number of municipalities reported in the Dutch IC of 

1850 was not lower for the provinces of Zuid-Holland and Gelderland compared to the other provinces,9 

it seems that there must have occurred a systematic undervaluation of these sectors in both provinces. 

Since industrial activities in ISIC divisions 10, 14, and 15 often were performed in by-employment by 

subsistence farmers during this period, we believe that the Dutch IC of 1850 underreported the by-

employment jobs in these provinces. 

Figure 4. The labour force in manufacturing in the Netherlands in 1850, by ISIC level 2 sector 
 

 
                                                
9 119 documented municipalities out of 143 municipalities in South Holland in 1850, while the Dutch IC of 1850 documented 
on 655 of the 1209 municipalities in the Netherlands. 
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 Next, we multiplied the regional and sectoral numbers of the ICs by using the deviation 

percentages between the ICs and PCs. At a first stage, we multiplied the employment numbers by the 

regional and sectoral deviations. At a second step, we multiplied the establishment numbers by the 

establishment/employee share of the ICs. For the steam engines, we did not follow this procedure, as 

we believe that our numbers of steam engines presented in the IC captured adequately the number of 

steam engines in Belgium and the Netherlands. 

2.2. Comparing the Censuses of Industry and Population around 1890 

Following our strategy of the censuses around 1850, we compared the results of the Belgian and Dutch 

IC of 1890 and 1896 with the occupational records in the Dutch PC of 189910 and the Belgian PC of 

1900.11 The Dutch PC categorized over 117 2-digit occupational sectors (of which 55 2-digit sectors 

fitted the manufacturing definition of the ISIC classification system), while the Belgian PC categorized 

151 sectors which contained 138 occupations fitting the ISIC definition of manufacturing. 

Figure 5. The labour force in manufacturing in the Netherlands and Belgium around 1890, by 
province 
 

 
 
 When turning to the deviations over provinces in figure 4, it seems the Dutch provinces were 

less adequately captured in the ICs than the Belgian provinces, in contrast to the IC of 1850. The 

provinces of West-Vlaanderen, Oost-Vlaanderen and Brabant, seem to present the largest deviations in 

Belgium. Not coincidentally, those were the same provinces which were undervalued in the IC of 1846 

(see section 2.1.). Since in the IC of 1846 it was caused by the exclusion of the domestic-based 

production activities, we can hypothesize that the IC of 1896 failed to incorporate all domestic-based 

                                                
10 Uitkomsten der Beroepstelling in het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden gehouden op den een en dertigsten december 1899. ‘s 
Gravenhage, 1909. 
11 Population. Recensement général, 31 décembre 1900. Brussel, 1903. 
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employees as well, though – given the smaller deviations for the IC of 1896 than for the IC of 1846 – 

capturing more adequately the domestic-based activities than the IC of 1846 did.  

 Figure 5 seems to confirm this hypothesis, since the largest deviations between the Belgian IC 

and PC are found in division 13 (manufacturing of textiles) and division 14 (manufacturing of apparel), 

two most notable domestic-based sectors. In addition, two other sectors seem to have been undervalued 

in the IC: ISIC division 16 (wood and of products of wood and cork), and ISIC division 23 (other non-

metallic mineral products). What these sectors are concerned, we already referred to seasonal elements 

with regards to the IC of 1850 (see section 2.1.), as both sectors were largely inactive during the period 

of measurement (October). Another factor, affecting all undervalued sectors, might be the large number 

of casual workers in the domestic-based and seasonal-dependent sectors and the exclusion of these 

casual workers by their employees for fiscal reasons (De Brabander 1984, Buyst 2007, Bracke 2008). 

Figure 6. The labour force in manufacturing in Belgium in 1890, by ISIC level 2 sector 
 

 
 
Figure 7. The labour force in manufacturing in the Netherlands in 1890, by ISIC level 2 sector 
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 Clearly, based on figures 5 – 7, it seems that the Dutch IC was less adequate to measure 

employment than its Belgian counterpart. However, there was a strong variety over manufacturing 

sectors and provinces. While the provinces of Noord-Brabant and Gelderland were fairly adequately 

estimated, this was less true for the provinces of Noord-Holland, Zuid-Holland, and Overijssel. 

Additionally, based on figure 6, the largest deviations between the Dutch PC and IC, seem to be situated 

in ISIC divisions 10, 13, 14, and 15, encompassing respectively the manufacturing of food products, 

textiles, apparel, and leather products. Since the IC captured adequately the larger factories (Philips 

2018, forthcoming), the undervalued sectors underreported the handicraft-based or domestic-based 

manufacturing activities. Since often the food, textiles, apparel manufacturing activities were performed 

as by-employment by subsistence farmers, the composers of the municipal reports might have 

underreported these activities. Following our method of the IC 1850, to account for the undervaluation 

in the ICs of 1890, we decided to multiply the number of employees measured in the ICs with the number 

of employees recorded in the PCs. Following this method, we repeated this process for the ICs of 1820, 

1930, 1970, and 2010 as well. 

 Following the method outlined above, we are able to present new estimates of employment in 

the manufacturing sector for the 1820 – 2010 period in figures 8 - 13. Furthermore, employment in 

industry during the 1820 – 1930 period often compromised labour-intensive, low-productive industrial 

activities, we also presented estimates of the number of steam engines. For both proxies of labour and 

capital, we categorized five different groups of manufacturing sector groups: ISIC revision 4 level 2 

divisions 10 – 1212, 13 – 1513, 16 – 1814, 19 – 2315, 24 – 2816, and 29 – 33.17 Additionally, given the 

importance of coal in many studies on industrialization (e.g. Fernihough and O’Rourke 2014), we 

included ISIC division 05 – 09 in these figures as well.18 

  

                                                
12 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (10) manufacture of food products, (11) manufacture of beverages, 
and (12) manufacture of tobacco products. 
13 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (13) manufacture of textiles, (14) manufacture of wearing apparel, 
(15) manufacture of leather and related products. 
14 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (16) manufacture of wood and of products of wood and cork, except 
furniture; manufacture of articles of straw and plaiting materials, (17) manufacture of paper and paper products, and (18) 
printing and reproduction of recorded media. 
15 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (19) manufacture of coke and refined petroleum products, (20) 
manufacture of chemicals and chemical products, (21) manufacture of basic pharmaceutical products and pharmaceutical 
preparations, (22) manufacture of rubber and plastics products, and (23) manufacture of other non-metallic mineral products. 
16 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (24) manufacture of basic metals, (25) manufacture of fabricated metal 
products, except machinery and equipment, (26) manufacture of computer, electronic and optical products, (27) manufacture 
of electrical equipment, and (28) manufacture of machinery and equipment n.e.c. . 
17 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (29) manufacture of motor vehicles, trailers and semi-trailers, (30) 
manufacture of other transport equipment, (31) manufacture of furniture, (32) other manufacturing, and (33) repair and 
installation of machinery and equipment. 
18 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (05) mining of coal and lignite, (06) extraction of crude petroleum and 
natural gas, (07) mining of metal ores, (08), other mining and quarrying, and (09) mining support service activities. 
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3. Regional industrial development during 1820 – 1870 

Figure 8 depicts the results of 1820 based on our method outlined in section 2. It seems that the national 

averages depicted in figure 1 hide large differences on a provincial level. Indeed, figure 8 shows that in 

1820 the regions in the Netherlands and Belgium were on a relative par, as the Low Countries can at 

this moment be considered still in its pre-industrial era. 

 North Holland as one of the forerunners in manufacturing employment in 1820 is not a surprise: 

it had a blossoming paper industry in the Zaan area, a strong domestic textile industry around Haarlem, 

a food processing industry focussed on diary and excellent trade facilities in Amsterdam to export these 

products. However, remarkably, the three other provinces with the highest share of industry in the total 

labour force, West Flanders and East Flanders in Belgium or Overijssel in the Netherlands, do not appear 

often in the stories of both countries’ their industrial revolution. However, these regions were at the 

beginning of the 19th century dominated by a large employment in the age-old rural linen industry. This 

cottage sector had prospered since the 16th century, stimulated by a high domestic demand and abundant 

export opportunities towards the rest of Europe, most notably England or other parts over Europe. Most 

employment compromised cottage workers who purchased flax from local farmers and sold linen or 

woollen cloth on regional markets, while increasingly putting-out entrepreneurs were active in this 

industry. 

Figure 7. Employment in the manufacturing sector in the Low Countries in 1819 
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 As indicated in section 2, many economic historians consider this domestic industry not 

important from an economic perspective, because most historians labelled this employment as a by-

employment in addition to an occupation in agriculture (e.g. De Brabander 1981) or because its output 

or productivity is considered small compared to the production in factories (e.g. Mokyr 1976). 

Consequently, the shares of this industry compared to the total labour force by these historians are much 

lower than ours. However, we arrive at a different story when taking a look at the complete picture or 

when we dive into contemporary sources. For instance, an official count of 1843 – when the heydays of 

the linen sector were already over – registered in West Flanders about 150.000 linen workers, and 62 % 

of them considered the linen industry as their main occupation (Moniteur Belge 1846). By contrast, De 

Brabander (1981) counted in 1846 only 32.000 workers in textiles as a whole. 

 Only after the Congress of Vienna, during which both Belgium and the Netherlands were ruled 

shortly jointly during 1815 – 1830, a first shock would come to arise in the relative balance between 

both countries. One of the largest explanations for this shock offered in the literature, was the specific 

industrial policy of Willem I (Van Zanden 1996: 84). With the purpose of economic integration and 

specialization over both countries, Willem’s reforms were simple: to stimulate the already-existent 

industry in the south of his kingdom and to stimulate export and trade in his northern part. In order to 

apply this industrial policy, Willem created two new institutions: the General Dutch Company for the 

Promotion of Public Industry (or: Algemeen Nederlandsche Maatschappij ter Begunstiging van de 

Volksvlijt) and the Dutch Trading Company (or: Nederlandsche Handelmaatschappij). Though these 

reforms were successful in accelerating Belgium into becoming the first industrializer on the European 

continent, his policy had one unfortunate consequence: modernizing the manufacturing sector in 

Belgium was a higher priority than modernizing the industry sector in the Netherlands. 

 Indeed, if we take a look at the operating steam engines in table 2 instead of employment in 

figure 8, we see a higher regional imbalance between the Netherlands and Belgium. Clearly, two Belgian 

provinces seemed to have taken the lead in the mechanization of its industry sector: Hainaut and Liège. 

Both coal mining areas already flourished economically since the mid-18th century. The province of 

Liège received an additional impetus around 1800 when an English emigrant technician called William 

Cockerill started up the production of the first modern water-driven carding and spinning machines in 

Verviers. By 1812, the province of Liège counted twenty-one machine makers producing 3.600 spinning 

machines and hundreds of other mechanical devices per year. Moreover, the introduction of modern 

machinery in the Verviers woollen industry pushed up output considerably (Lebrun 1948). Nevertheless, 

the net creation of jobs in the woollen sector should not be exaggerated. To a certain degree, traditional 

homeworkers in the surrounding countryside were simply replaced by factory labour in the city of 

Verviers (Servais 1982). 
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Table 2. Number of operating steam engines over ISIC manufacturing sector groups in Belgium 
and the Netherlands in 1819 

 
05 
– 

09 

10 
– 

12 

13 
– 

15 

16 
– 

18 

19 
– 

23 
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Antwerpen 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Brabant 0 5 7 1 0 4 0 17 
Hainaut 154 2 1 0 1 5 0 163 
Liège 34 4 34 0 0 25 0 97 
Limburg 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Luxembourg 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Namur 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Oost-Vlaanderen 0 5 26 0 0 1 0 32 
West-Vlaanderen 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 
BELGIUM 190 17 68 1 2 35 0 313 
Drenthe 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Friesland 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Gelderland 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Groningen 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Limburg 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Noord-Brabant 0 0 3 0 0 2 0 5 
Noord-Holland 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 3 
Overijssel 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Utrecht 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Zeeland 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Zuid-Holland 0 0 2 1 0 1 0 4 
THE NETHERLANDS 0 2 6 1 0 4 0 13 

 

 John Cockerill, William’s youngest son, added a spectacular new dimension to the industrial 

revolution in these regions. As soon as he took over his father’s business in Verviers, he diversified 

output substantially. By 1816, he produced – in addition to textile equipment – hydraulic presses, pumps, 

and steam engines. A year later, he moved to the city of Liège where his factory expanded at a dazzling 

rate. On the same site, impressive machine construction facilities were complemented with one of the 

largest foundries in Europe. In 1823, he started the construction of the first blast furnace operating on 

coke in continental Europe. To ensure a continuous supply of raw materials, John Cockerill participated 

in the exploitation of coal and iron ore mines. Ultimately, he controlled all stages of the production 

process from the exploitation of raw materials over the production of cast iron to machine building. 

Therefore, the first fully integrated firm in the Low Countries had become reality (Veraghtert 1981). 

 Besides the Liège area another major centre of metallurgy emerged in Charleroi in the province 

of Hainaut in the 1820s. The process was triggered by a crisis that hit the age-old local nail industry. 

Some entrepreneurs realized that a major restructuring of the local economy towards iron production 

was the only way out. At this occasion, the latest British techniques were introduced, such as the 

puddling process and the use of coke furnaces (Lebrun et al. 1981). Rising industrial demand and the 
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increasing use of coal for household purposes stimulated coal mining. Moreover, exports soared as a 

new canal was completed which improved the connections between Hainaut’s major coal fields and 

France. Favourable sales prospects prompted mine owners to mechanize their operations, so that the 

number of steam engines used for extraction went up rapidly. Nevertheless, coal mining remained a 

labour-intensive enterprise, so employment went up rapidly (Watelet 1980).  

 The province with the third highest amount of steam engines in 1820, though lagging strongly 

behind Hainaut and Liège, was East Flanders. Figure 1 shows that the share of industry in the total 

labour force hovered around Belgium’s average. Here, located outside the coal belt, the Ghent cotton 

industry was at the forefront of modernization. In the late 1790s Lieven Bauwens smuggled parts of a 

mule and other machinery out of England. With the help of English technicians, Bauwens set up a 

mechanized cotton spinning mill in Ghent. Soon, other entrepreneurs followed his example and by 1812 

the city counted approximately 10.000 factory workers. The rapid expansion of cotton spinning 

stimulated other branches as well. In weaving and calico printing, for instance, Bauwens introduced 

respectively the flying shuttle and Patrick Bell’s copper cylinder system. So, production in these 

subsectors went up quickly both in quantitative and qualitative terms (Périer 1885). 

 A weakness of the Ghent cotton industry was its strong dependence on exports and therefore its 

exposure to shocks on the international political arena. A first one was the fall of Napoleonic Empire in 

1814-1815 which led to the separation of the Belgian provinces from France and a disappearance of 

access as the French tariff walls shifted southward. Something similar happened in 1830, when Belgium 

seceded from the United Kingdom of the Netherlands: crucial outlets in the Dutch East Indies were 

abruptly closed. Both events pushed the Ghent cotton industry in two successive crises. Many factories 

went bankrupt, but every time some entrepreneurs were able to respond to the challenge and resumed 

the process of technological and organizational innovation. Ultimately, output continued to grow but 

not employment. The peak of 11.600 factory workers at the eve of the Belgian revolution was never 

surpassed in the following decades (Scholliers 1996). 
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Figure 9. Employment in the manufacturing sector in the Low Countries in 1846/1859 

 

 Indeed, looking at the difference between 1820 and 1850 in figures 8 – 9, we notice two very 

divergent evolutions across regions during 1820 and 1850. First, the aforementioned coal production in 

Hainaut and Liège – and to a lesser degree Namur and Luxembourg – seemed to have taken increasingly 

more of the shares of employment in manufacturing. But, second, the largest difference was situated in 

the Northern Netherlands where the peat digging extractions seemed to have been diminished greatly. 

The cause of this is probably twofold. On the one hand, a miscalculation could have occurred given the 

measurement problems relating to this sector, since peat extraction was an occupation open to high 

variation across seasons and a lot of child and female employees worked only sporadically in this sector. 

However, also Gerding (1995) noticed a temporal drop in the peat extraction during the first half of the 

19th century, due to a temporal exhaustion of peat fields and a demand shock in Holland. 

 The largest decrease in peat digging employment seemed to have occurred in South Holland, 

where the peat sites were emptied first and it had higher competition from imported coal from Germany 

or Belgium (Gerding 1995). In the Northern Netherlands – in Friesland, Groningen but most importantly 

Drenthe - peat remained longer vital as a source of energy until the beginning of the 20th century, 

causing employment in this sector to outlast longer here. The peat consumption has largely been 

associated with the 17th century, where it was deemed very important for supplying cheap energy during 

the heydays of the Dutch Republic. However, in the Northern Netherlands, the total energy consumption 
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of this so-called outdated energy source would even rise during the 19th century: from 21 % in 1800, to 

34 % in 1850. Though being used for factories in bricks, tiles, bakery products and beer (Gerding 1995: 

366), the demand for peat came almost exclusively from rural, domestic households. Only near the very 

end of the 19th century, this consumption of peat would decrease, due to increasing costs, exhaustion of 

the peat-bogs, and lower relative prices of alternative energy sources such as wood and coal. 

Additionally, the peat extraction activities in the provinces of East Flanders and North Brabant nearly 

disappeared in figure 8, although here employment was very small compared to the activities in the 

Northern Netherlands. 

Table 3. Number of operating steam engines over ISIC manufacturing sector groups in Belgium 
and the Netherlands in 1846/1859 
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Antwerpen 0 12 10 5 3 1 0 31 
Brabant 0 47 39 24 11 13 0 134 
Hainaut 407 75 28 1 18 69 0 598 
Liège 134 36 114 12 5 107 0 408 
Limburg 0 10 0 0 0 0 0 10 
Luxembourg 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Namur 26 22 0 3 3 7 0 61 
Oost-Vlaanderen 0 77 92 4 8 20 0 201 
West-Vlaanderen 0 36 14 1 4 2 1 58 
BELGIUM 567 316 297 50 52 219 1 1502 
Drenthe 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Friesland 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Gelderland 0 9 2 2 1 2 0 16 
Groningen 0 6 3 2 0 3 0 14 
Limburg 3 24 4 7 4 4 0 46 
Noord-Brabant 0 14 35 1 4 11 0 65 
Noord-Holland 0 72 21 11 7 20 5 136 
Overijssel 0 2 19 0 0 5 0 26 
Utrecht 0 2 2 2 3 11 4 24 
Zeeland 0 5 0 0 4 1 0 10 
Zuid-Holland 0 32 25 1 2 25 0 85 
THE NETHERLANDS 3 166 112 26 25 82 9 423 

 

 The other great difference between 1820 and 1850, was the increased relative employment in 

textiles and leather industry in most provinces, with the exception of East and West Flanders. From the 

early 19th century the sector suffered from the growing popularity of cotton cloth, being cheaper and 

more fashionable than linen. Prices for linen fell continuously and in a context of unchanged technology, 

wages declined as well. In these circumstances the sector was hit hard by the quick mechanization of 

British flax spinning in the course of the 1820s. Intensified competition on international markets drove 

linen prices further downwards. Finally, in the late 1830s flax spinning mills were set up in Belgium 
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itself. Nevertheless, Flemish rural spinners refused to give up their independence and clung to traditional 

production methods. By accepting continuously longer working days and wage cuts they hoped to 

remain competitive (Vandenbroeke, 1979, Mastboom 1994). In the 1845-47 period the potato blight and 

other harvest failures coincided with a deep crisis in the rural linen industry. Famine and widespread 

unemployment were the obvious result (Rapport, 1846). The poor shape of the rural linen sector in East 

and West Flanders in 1846 is not fully reflected in map 1. As unemployed people often gave up their 

previous occupation, the census probably provided a picture of the occupational structure just before the 

severe 1845-46 crisis. 

 Another pattern unfolded in the textiles sector of the Netherlands. Here, we find that the shares 

of employment in textile manufacturing went up during 1820 – 1850. Without a doubt, the removal from 

Belgium unfolded a liberation process to this sector as demand shifted from imported Belgian textiles 

to domestic textile products. Also, while the investment policy of the joint Dutch-Belgian Kingdom of 

the Netherlands (1815-1830) directed most funds for industrial development to Belgium, all the 

investments turned now in the direction of the Dutch provinces. For instance: the Netherlands Trading 

Society (Nederlandsche Handel-Maatschappij) bought initially almost exclusively Ghent textiles, while 

after 1830 it turned to purchasing textiles from North Holland, Overijssel, and South Holland. However, 

the largest impulse for industrial development originated overseas. With the Indonesian cultivation 

system in place, the Netherlands did not only found an export-market for Dutch textiles, it also gained 

access to imports for sugar refining, tobacco processing, and coffee branding activities. On the other 

hand, was the removal from access to the East Indies market after 1830 a great loss for the Belgian 

entrepreneurs, causing some of the Ghent textiles barons even to migrate to the Netherlands (Mokyr 

1976). 

4. Regional industrial development during 1870 – 1950 

In the 1830s, the railway boom took off in the Low Countries: in Belgium in 1835 the Brussels-Mechelen 

railway and in the Netherlands in 1839 the Amsterdam-Haarlem railway were opened. This railway 

construction process would peak after the 1860s – 1870s. Rapidly growing demand for iron triggered a 

shift from traditional charcoal blast furnaces to the far more productive coke blast furnaces. The 

breakthrough of cokes as fuel changed dramatically the iron industry’s localization. For centuries, the 

abundance of wood and the presence of iron ore had lured the iron industry to the provinces of 

Luxembourg and Namur. With the introduction of coke furnaces coal mines suddenly became the 

decisive location factor, benefitting mostly the provinces of Hainaut, Liège and the north of Namur. 

Here, coal production tripled and the number of mine workers soon surpassed the magic figure of 

100.000 people. Iron production and the output of steam engines, locomotives and other railway 

equipment soared. But as a result, we notice in figure 10 the share of manufacturing rising in nearly 

every province, pushed mainly by the larger employment in the metal and equipment products. Although 
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mostly led by Hainaut and Liège, many smaller clusters of metal products arose as well, centred either 

around larger cities such as Rotterdam, Antwerp or Amsterdam, or near important waterways such as 

the iron casting factories around the Ijssel river or the diversified manufacturing axis between Brussels 

and Charleroi alongside the Scheldt river (Buyst and Lefebvre 2007). 

Figure 10. Employment in the manufacturing sector in the Low Countries in 1896 

 

 What happened to the metallurgy sectors, was the reverse to what the textiles and leather 

employment endured, most specifically the provinces of East and West Flanders which depended greatly 

on domestic production of textile products. In the 1850s and 1860s the unequal battle between hand and 

mechanized spinning finally came to a close in these regions. Rural flax spinning, a sector that had 

employed about 150.000 workers in 1843 (Moniteur Belge 1846) literally vanished from the economic 

scene. As this was not enough, the 1870s rural, flax weaving also went into a structural decline. Workers 

returned to agriculture or found a job in lace production, shoemaking and other sweat shops (Verhaegen 

1961). The de-industrialization process was most pronounced in West Flanders where the share of 

industry in the total labour force fell drastically from 1820 to 1890 (see figures 8 – 10). Here, the share 

of agriculture rose again and even became the largest employer. The brutal changes in the densely 

populated west of Belgium had macroeconomic effects as well. It explains why figure 1 shows a slow 

decline in the share of industry during the 1846-1880 period. The rapid expansion of industry in the 
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other Belgian provinces could not fully compensate the dramatic de-industrialization in East and 

especially West Flanders. Meanwhile, the textiles and leather producing activities in North Brabant and 

Overijssel were able to withstand longer due to accepting lower wages or picking up other part-time 

activities and even were later capable in finding work in the nearby larger factories of textiles or other 

products. 

 From the second half of the 1870s, the railway boom in north-western Europe lost steam. As a 

result, the iron and machine building industries shifted to a lower gear. But a slowdown in domestic and 

international demand was just one problem. The transition from iron to steel production proved very 

difficult as well for Belgian metallurgists. Bessemer convertors only produced good steel when fed with 

high quality iron ore. Local iron ore or from nearby Lorraine however contained too much phosphor. 

So, imports from other parts of Europe became necessary, but for landlocked areas such as Hainaut and 

Liège this proved too costly. Therefore, metallurgists continued to produce mainly iron, contrary to the 

international trend. They had to wait until the Thomas-Gilchrist process became available in the mid-

1890s to join the steel bonanza (Gadisseur 1981). Walloon entrepreneurs also participated 

enthusiastically in the so-called first global economy of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. They 

exported steam engines, canons, locomotives and other transport equipment to all corners of the world. 

In addition, Hainaut became a world producer of sheet glass.  

Table 4. Number of operating steam engines over ISIC manufacturing sector groups in Belgium 
and the Netherlands in 1896 
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Antwerpen 27 695 78 191 400 174 97 1662 
Brabant 71 1169 414 456 352 667 110 3239 
Hainaut 2577 1357 203 122 1984 3678 109 10030 
Liège 742 630 554 149 329 3056 39 5499 
Limburg 3 118 1 6 23 22 0 173 
Luxembourg 8 17 4 41 23 233 0 326 
Namur 139 199 39 84 895 59 6 1421 
Oost-Vlaanderen 0 841 1167 197 301 183 32 2721 
West-Vlaanderen 0 552 123 62 57 69 49 912 
BELGIUM 3567 5578 2583 1308 4364 8141 442 25983 
Drenthe 0 65 1 12 27 1 0 106 
Friesland 0 288 15 24 57 17 3 404 
Gelderland 0 389 75 122 152 58 10 806 
Groningen 0 301 41 171 92 48 0 653 
Limburg 0 37 0 0 0 0 0 37 
Noord-Brabant 0 569 172 32 41 75 7 896 
Noord-Holland 0 395 152 212 81 111 19 970 
Overijssel 0 135 142 24 34 14 1 350 
Utrecht 0 20 22 13 37 13 4 109 
Zeeland 0 32 0 30 7 24 62 155 
Zuid-Holland 0 516 90 65 311 40 17 1039 
THE NETHERLANDS 0 2747 710 705 839 401 123 5525 
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 The continuous expansion of heavy industry and other energy-intensive activities necessitated 

increasing imports of coal from overseas, especially in the Netherlands. It encouraged the construction 

of new coke smelting plants in the neighbourhood of ports – Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Antwerp and 

Zeebrugge – and important waterways. The by-products of these facilities, such as gas, tar and ammonia, 

often attracted chemical and other industries. In the first decades of the 20th century, Antwerp, 

Rotterdam, and Amsterdam broadened its manufacturing base beyond the traditional port-related 

industries, such as food processing, ship construction, and ship-repair. New sectors emerged including 

the production of telephone equipment, photographic paper and cars (De Jong 1999). The discovery of 

rich copper and cobalt deposits in Belgian Congo gave a strong impetus to the non-ferrous metals 

industry in Belgium (Loyen, Buyst and Devos 2003) and the colonial products of Java and Indonesia 

provided strong impulses to food processing industries such as coffee, tobacco, and sugar and export-

oriented trade (Van Zanden 1996: 85). 

 In the Netherlands, food and tobacco producing activities gained a most prominent place. While 

in most sectors the number of steam engines in 1890 and 1930 seem to be lower in the Netherlands than 

Belgium, in food processing the relative differences between both countries seemed to be the smallest. 

A regional specialization certainly occurred in this sector as well. Production of diary, margarine and 

milk production, played an important role since the 17th century in the Netherlands, benefitting mostly 

Friesland, Groningen, and North Holland. In North Holland and South Holland, sugar refining and 

tobacco production emerged, partly due to imports from Java and its excellent export facilities in the 

ports of Amsterdam and Rotterdam, together with the fall in transport prices due to its extensive 

transport network and construction of railroads throughout the country. Additionally, tobacco 

production took mostly place in the rural hinterland of South Holland and North Brabant. 

 The discovery of coal deposits in the late 1890s started to pull both Belgian and Dutch Limburg 

out of its peripheral status (Gales 1996). Both regions were lagging behind during the period before 

1890, due to their unfavourable geographical position at the periphery of both the Netherlands and 

Belgium. However, the start of employment in the mining sector was the start of a new era for these 

regions, as it attracted many other factories as well. The neighbouring province of North Brabant seemed 

to have underwent a growth process as well. Around Eindhoven, Tilburg, ‘s Hertogenbosch, industries 

arose fast. Most exemplary in this perspective, was the start-up of a small lightning bulb company by 

the name of Philips in the 1890s, which specialized increasingly in domestic appliance products. 

 The first World War had a very divergent impact on the both countries: while the Netherlands 

endured the four years rather undisturbed, it proved to be a disaster for the Belgian industry. Although 

the main battles happened outside its manufacturing belts, Belgian machinery and equipment fell prey 

to German policies of dismantlement, plunder and deliberate destruction. The occupier’s aim was not 

only to nurture the German war effort, but to get rid of an annoying competitor as well. After the 
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Armistice, the reconstruction effort proceeded swiftly, but opportunities were missed to modernize 

Belgium’s industrial infrastructure. In the steel sector, for instance, old rivalries thwarted attempts to set 

up large-scale specialized plants that could adopt American mass production techniques. In machine 

building the focus remained too much on steam technology instead of electrical engineering (Geerkens 

2004). On the demand side, exports of locomotives and rolling stock were undermined by the 

nationalization of railway networks in many countries, the emergence of import-substitution policies, 

and the breakthrough of cars and lorries. Consequently, the metal processing industries shifted their 

focus to exports of semi-finished products (Maizels 1963). 

Figure 11. Employment in the manufacturing sector in the Low Countries in 1930/1937 

 

 For the Netherlands, the First World War and its direct aftermath offer a more positive story for 

its industrial development. Not only did the Netherlands survive the war with little to no harm due to its 

neutral position, the Dutch regions also benefitted from the increasing demand from Germany and 

Belgium immediately after the war due to the occupation of the German Ruhr area and the 

dismantlement of the Belgian Charleroi-Liège axis. Moreover, the nationalization and Great Depression 

that hurt Belgium so hard during the 1920s and 1930s, proved to be a stimulus for the Dutch industry. 

Due to a drop in international trade, Dutch industrial companies were offered a chance to grow due to 

import substitution and decreasing foreign competition (De Jong 1999: 329). Mostly the food, paper, 

and finished metal products sectors benefitted from these changes, as all these shares went up in figure 

11 compared to figure 10. 
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Nonetheless, it appears that by 1930, based on figure 11, the thesis as if Belgium was ‘an industrial 

nation’ and the Netherlands an ‘lagging industrializer’ seem to have been most true. Of all our selected 

benchmark years, the difference between the Dutch and Belgian regions are the most visible for the 

naked eye. However, if we take a look at the reported number of steam engines in table 5, the statement 

based on the employment numbers has to be somewhat reviewed. Here, the Dutch regions were actually 

almost on a par with the Belgian regions. Clearly, we can observe that it is likely that in most Belgian 

regions a more labour-intensive, less productive manufacturing sector was active in comparison to the 

Dutch regions. However, if we take a closer look at the regional level, we notice how the unequal 

distribution of steam engines over both countries should be put in a more regional perspective. It appears 

that the majority of the Belgian steam engines were placed in Brabant, Hainaut, and Liège while North 

Holland, Limburg, South Holland and Zeeland controlled the majority of the Dutch steam engines. This 

statement holds even more ground if we take into account that the underlying data of table 5 and figure 

11 encompass an older benchmark year for the Netherlands (1930) than the benchmark year of Belgium 

(1937), as discussed in section 2. 

Table 5. Number of operating steam engines steam engines and electric-stream locomotives over 
ISIC manufacturing sector groups in Belgium and the Netherlands in 1930/1937 
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Antwerpen 654 7098 3004 8365 5195 5556 4302 34174 
Brabant 796 11944 8892 13461 7874 12341 1980 57288 
Hainaut 11194 4625 3099 5649 5763 15037 172 45539 
Liège 4971 5087 6498 5594 3860 17978 202 44190 
Limburg 2931 1473 293 1520 1121 637 20 7995 
Luxembourg 193 787 121 1317 132 459 17 3026 
Namur 1441 1272 278 1906 2590 1649 52 9188 
Oost-Vlaanderen 17 5301 25493 5297 3357 3075 273 42813 
West-Vlaanderen 311 4424 9716 4867 3696 248 305 23567 
BELGIUM 22508 42011 57394 47976 33588 56980 7323 267780 
Drenthe 179 7775 169 797 1350 22 0 10292 
Friesland 61 3177 29 875 306 45 0 4493 
Gelderland 427 8109 2098 5476 6102 1723 1 23936 
Groningen 113 8214 82 1814 1150 464 1 11838 
Limburg 38963 3399 59 2220 3294 8 0 47943 
Noord-Brabant 71 14499 1980 4397 1694 1897 2 24540 
Noord-Holland 138 30609 2537 16767 6199 836 431 57517 
Overijssel 239 10110 393 2401 900 729 0 14772 
Utrecht 74 5218 160 2760 1396 1365 1 10974 
Zeeland 0 2995 15 331 26622 82 0 30045 
Zuid-Holland 6 15710 383 7992 7464 2724 0 34279 
THE NETHERLANDS 40271 109815 7905 45830 56477 9895 436 270629 
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5. Regional industrial development during 1950 - 2010 

While the first World War proved to be rather disastrous to the Belgian industry while leaving the 

Netherlands untouched, the Second World War had a more equal effect, damaging both the Netherlands 

and Belgium equally. However, all regions would recover quicker from this war. For instance, by 1948, 

only three years after the war, the Dutch capital stock would already have surpassed its stock of 1938 

(De Jong 1999: 332). The coal mining sector in Hainaut, Liège, Dutch Limburg, and Belgian Limburg 

initially benefitted from this situation, as they were specialized in products that served the reconstruction 

of Europe, such as coal and related products (Baudhuin 1958). Once these exceptional circumstances 

were over, the latent profitability problems in coal mining came brutally to the surface. Political parties 

linked to the powerful miners’ unions pushed for and obtained ever more subsidies from the government 

to cover the mounting losses. However, most efforts went to safeguarding existing employment, instead 

of devising a restructuring economic policy. 

Indeed, in the early 1960s, the breakthrough of oil as a cheap source of energy dealt a mortal blow to 

the mining sector. Suddenly, dozens of coal pits had to be closed down, causing the loss of a key industry 

in Hainaut and Liège. To cope with these and other structural problems, the Belgian government 

launched in 1959 the so-called expansion laws, the Belgian variant of regional policy. Various tax 

incentives, subsidies and the development of well-equipped industrial sites should lure (foreign) 

investments to areas facing structural difficulties. But too little avail for the mining provinces: the high 

wages in coal mining had pushed up labour costs in other sectors too, creating the beginning of a long 

de-industrialization process in the region. After the collapse of mining it proved very difficult to reduce 

wages due to labour market rigidities. Competitiveness problems and adverse labour relations often 

deterred potential investors (Baudhuin 1970; Brion and Moreau 1998).  In Belgian and Dutch Limburg, 

employment in the mining sectors faced a similar but smaller shock, due to the use of more recent 

infrastructure and a relative lower importance of this sector in the regional economy compared to 

Hainaut and Liège. 
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Figure 12. Employment in the manufacturing sector in the Low Countries in 1970/1971 

 

Conversely the provinces close to ports benefitted strongly from the invasion of cheap oil as ports 

became a favoured location for oil refineries and petrochemical plants. The Low Countries took 

advantage of the process of European economic integration as well. The Treaty of Rome gave 

multinational companies a strong incentive to set up new production facilities within the Common 

Market. The provinces of Antwerp, North Holland, South Holland, and West-Flanders with their 

relatively easy access to the sea received a large inflow of foreign direct investment. Here, car assembly, 

metal processing, ship construction, food products, and the production of consumer durables expanded 

rapidly. This regional growth more than compensated for the decline in employment of the textiles and 

coal mining sectors over the other regions (Van der Wee 1997; De Jong 1999). 

The oil shocks of the 1970s and their aftermath hit the old industrial centres of Hainaut and Liège 

particularly hard (Buyst 1997; Nagels 2002). Because of growing international competition their 

important steel industry had to go through a painful phase of downsizing. In Brabant, the heavy 

industries located along the canal linking the river Scheldt with Brussels and Charleroi also declined. 

The textile and clothing industries experienced another hard times in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

when comparing figure 12 and 13 nearly all provinces lost a substantial amount of employment in 

textiles and leather products. 
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Figure 13. Employment in the manufacturing sector in the Low Countries in 2010 

 

After the different evolutions during 1820 - 2010, as portrayed in figure 13, it seems we arrived in 2010 

again at a relative equal distribution of industrial activities over the regions of the Low Countries, similar 

to our starting point in 1820. At present, the Eastern Netherlands and Northwest Belgium are the regions 

in the Low Countries where the manufacturing sector is located. Especially the success of North Brabant, 

as one of the most industrial regions in 2010, comes to the forefront. This is the result of the region’s 

capability in attracting a lot of large multinational companies in chemical (e.g. MSD), transport (e.g. 

Brabant Alucast), food processing (e.g. Masterfood, Friesland Campina and Unilever), and equipment 

(e.g. Tennant and Bosch-Rexroth) products. 

However, by the end of the 20th century, de-industrialization or a low employment in the manufacturing 

sector has become primarily a sign of successful economic development and not a symptom of a failing 

manufacturing sector or a poor regional economy. In most provinces by 2010, de-industrialization 

highlights a beneficial economic trajectory in which a region slowly shifted from a manufacturing-

centred economy to a higher productive service-based economy. We should interpret the low shares of 

industry in the provinces in North Holland, Brabant, South Holland, and Utrecht in this perspective, as 

these are at present among the wealthiest provinces of the Low Countries. In contrast, in the perspective 

of Southern Belgium – more specifically the provinces of Hainaut, Liège, and Luxembourg – they are a 

sign of disappeared shares of industry in the total labour force of these regions. 
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6. Conclusion 

The paper shows that even two small countries can be confronted with large differences between 

expanding and contracting areas within the same period. For the Low Countries, it confirms Pollard’s 

(1982) and O’Brien’s (1986) statements that industrialization was a regional and not a national, linear 

“rapid take-off” industrial revolution. Drawing data from both the Belgian and Dutch population and 

industry censuses on both labour and capital from 1820 to present, we were able to shed a new 

comparable light on the literature of the Industrial Revolution in both countries. Rather than an 

increasing industrialization until the 1960s – 1970s, we noticed how the share of industry in Dutch and 

Belgian regions depended on the regional capacity to maintain old industrial activities of the pre-

industrial age within its borders while at the same time attracting newly emerging industries during the 

subsequent phases of (de-) industrialization. 

 In 1820, Belgium and the Netherlands – at that time jointly governed as the United Kingdom of 

the Netherlands – stood at a fairly similar height in terms of employment in the manufacturing sector. 

Provinces in both countries had substantial industrial activities, for which the domestic textiles and 

apparel manufacturing compromised the largest sector. Nonetheless, regional centers of specialization 

existed: Holland was a center of paper production, Hainaut a center of metal products, and Flanders a 

center of domestic spinning and weaving. From this perspective, it is surprising that the international 

literature devotes so little attention to the domestic textiles industry during the industrial revolution. 

During 1850 - 1930, this relatively regional equality changed. As Marshall (1890) pointed out that after 

industrialization, agglomeration factors started to play a crucial role in the location of industrial clusters, 

leading to a loss of the comparative advantage of the northern and western Dutch regions to the 

mechanizing Belgian provinces of Liège, Hainaut, and Brabant. High transportation costs caused many 

labour-intensive sectors to cluster around centers of cheap labour and natural resources, as such was the 

case for the mining and metallurgy factories in Hainaut and Liège and the textile factories in East 

Flanders, West Flanders, and Overijssel. More commercial-oriented sectors started industrializing, with 

factories setting up business close to urban centres close to the sea where a higher educated work force 

and a higher purchasing power was present (Philips, Foldvari, and Van Leeuwen 2017). Therefore, the 

regions of South Holland, Brabant, North Holland, and Antwerp benefitted massively from new 

industrial activities during the 1890s – 1930s. After the 1960s – 1970s, a phase of de-industrialization 

took place: while some regions were able to keep their sectoral specialized activities, such as the high-

tech industry in Eindhoven, the textile factories in West Flanders, the chemical industry in Antwerp, 

other regions failed to do so, as such was the case for the metallurgy and machinery sector in Hainaut 

and Liège. Somewhat ironically, the provinces that had flourished during the first industrial revolution 

in the 19th century were also the pioneers of the de-industrialization process after the second half of the 

20th century.   
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Figure 1. Provinces in the Low Countries 
 

 


