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Preface

Endlessplowed farmlands wide viewsand impressive skies. When growing up on the
Hogeland it seemd verynormal.Every day used to cyclep and down to schophead down
hurrying to be in time Through stretched out lands on muddy roadsring autumnand
against unforgivingly cold winds in wint&hen | got older | started to lockround. Amidst
these field of production theres rich history and culture Large farmsteadwhich belonged

to farmers richer than nobility A humbling opennesenly interrupted by towering wind
turbines and ancient churcheMaybe loring when yoyust look, but impressive when you
really seeWhile writingthis thesisl came to appreciatand enjoythe history and culture of

the Hogelandeven more.

Writing this thesis emetimes seemed endless, howeysrost of the time Found it enjoyable
and rewardingo write aboutthe region | come froml. would like to express my gratitude to
several people who supported me throughout the process of writing my thEst. of all, |
would like to thankmy supervisor Arie Stoffelen fguidance,suppot and valuable feedback
Second, | would like tthanks all the intervieweewho participated in this researdr their
interesting storiesNext, | would also like to thankny family andriendsfor supporting me
when necessaryMy special thanks go to Eveliéor always listeningo me and giving me

advice



Abstract

Pressure on public servicas increasing due t@n ageing population and the continuing
process of urbanizationScale enlargement and redistribution of responsibilities through
municipal mergerss oftenproposedassolution. However, municipal mergers drequently
met with resistancéased on rationaéconomicand/or sogoculturalobjections By means of

a multistaged mixed method approach thisesis studies the role of identity discourses in
newly amalgamated mmicipalities. First analysisof a case studyin the municipality Het
Hogelandshowthat the region is a site of collective menyoifo embed to the new municipal
configurationin historical and cultural narrativesooted notionslike Hogeland and Hunsingo
have beeractively usedy the municipalitySecond,ncorporation of regional identitplayed

a small yet significant role in the merger proce&stive mobilizationof sharedcultural and
historical narrativegontributed to the legitimization and acceptance tife Hogeland merger
Involvementof local communities in the merger decistoreking procesand reborderingof
areas with mismatching identities has been instrumental in this proéesally,the Hogeland
case potentiallyexemplifieshow municipal mergergan facilitatethe construction ofnew

meaningful regions.

Keywords:Resistance Sticky regions Municipal amalgamationgsRegionaldentity 1

Collective memories Regional consciousness
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The public sector in many Western European countriesunslergoing a process of
restructuring This is du¢o increasing pressures on public services relatecitoong others,

an ageing population and the continuing process of urbanization (Paasi 2012; Zimmerbauer et
al., 2012). Partly because of these matterany, mainly peripheral, regions are suffering from
population decline. Restructuring and redistribution of responsibilities should result in
reduction of costs and relieve pressures on services provided by the central government. In
case of the Netherlarg] the Dutch Government formulated plans in 2012 to hand over various
welfare systems from the central to ¢hmunicipal level (Terlouw, 20L8These plans
constituted the care for youth, elderly, chronically ill and unemplogReiksoverheid, 2019)

This mplied that the budgets of the municipalities would almost double in §iarlouw,
2016). Sincenany municipalities are relatively smah terms of number of inhabitants and
financial power the central government argued thatanydo not have the capagijtto deal

with these responsibilities (Terlouw, 2016). Therefaseyeralsmall municipalities had to
merge into largeradministrative units,which should be better equipped to deal with
increasing localevel public sector responsibilities. Interunicipd mergers are increasingly
seen in practice as the most suitable solution in terms of restructuring public services in a cost

effective manner (Zimmerbauer et al., 2012).

Municipal mergers are a widespread phenomenon, happening in various countries té&oss
world. Amalgamations of municipalities are often based on rational aspirations of increasing
economic efficiency and regional competitiveness (Zimmerbauer et al., 2012). Municipal
mergers have, however, frequently been met with resistance despitemgrger plans often
promising increased economic performance and more efficient governance structures.
Resistance can be the either the result of objections to the liberal nature of mergers and the
enlargement of scale, or of objections that transcend s@tonomic rationale (Terlouw,
2016; Zimmerbauer et al., 2012). In case of the first objectiomlocal population fears that
scale enlargement in public services will result in bureaucracy and a decreased availability of
public services. Additionally, gmises of regional competitiveness and economic efficiency
can possiht be interpreted by inhabitants as vague jargon from administratoften based

on unfulfilled promises from the pagZimmerbauer et al., 2012).



Objections to municipal mergersan, secondly, be a rooted in regional identity (Terlouw,
2016; Zimmerbauer et al., 2012). Regional identity involves a cognitive and emotional relation
of individuals or groups with a specific local{Baasi, 2011)Feared loss of loss of regional
identity is identified to be a dominant motive for opposing attitudes towards amalgamations
(Terlouw, 2018).TerlouwQ §016) study shows, however, that collective marketing and
cooperation between stakeholders from different communitiage instrumental for the

construction of new identities during municipal mergers (Terlouw, 2016).

In line with the argumentation presented above, it is argued by Blasco et al. (2014) that
attempts at crosorder governance structuresan potentially be enabled through soeio
cultural similarities. The research by Stoffelen and Vanneste (2018) provides supporting
evidence for this assumptiolttempts at cossborder cooperatiorprocessesn these case
studies are similato cooperation processebetween municipaities in merger ontexts,
showingthe relevance of using thesasights Historical narratives and identity can be used

as strategic policy tools to create inteFgional consciousness, which can facilitate the cross
border governance process and, thus, potentially alsogees of regions (Blasco et al., 2014;
Paasi; Scott, 2013 & Zimmerbauer, 2016). Thus, taking in account identity discourses in the
pre-merger situation potentially avoids resistance and stimulates cooperation between
administrators. This reflects the nesdty of understanding the role of local identities in

municipal mergeiprocesses.

Nevertheless identity-discourses irmunicipal mergers have been relatively understudied.
Most studies like the ones described aboydo not focus onhow localidentity is used in
amalgamations, only thabcal identitycanbe a sourceof resistance Moreover, research
often focusses on economiand rationalimplications of upscaling (Terlouw, 201@his
researchsimilar toTerlouw (2018)focusseson the use dlocal identities as #éasis instead
of endpoint Usinga case study of Het Hogeland (the Netherlandb)s research aimso
contribute to our insights on the critical, more so@uoltural processes underlying municipal

amalgamation processdy tacklirg the following research question:

What has beerthe role of regional identities befoend duringmunicipal mergeprocesses

of the municipality Het Hogelafd



This thesis will start with @heoretical discussionon deinstitutionalization and scale
enlargement followed by a discussion @agional identity ando lesser extensense of place.
Firstly, the main reasons for territorial4@ganization plansoften in the form of mergers, will
be elaborated on. Secondlthe literature review will show different ways of how regional
identity canbe theoretically approachedAfter theoretically substantiating these togithey
will by synthesized in the third chapter of the theoreti@mework.This chapter focusses on

theoreticallinks between institutionalization of new regions and regional identity.

The enpirical researclof this studywill shortly elaborateon the regional identity discoursa

Het Hogelandafter which it focusseson how ths discoursewas included in policy and
institutionalization Firstly, by means of a survey the main determinants of the regional
identity in the Hogelandas perceived by inhabitantwill be studied providing a general
understanding of the regional identity discoursgecondly,the evolution of the merger
process will be reconstructed by identifying keyents that have shaped the Hogeland
merger.Thirdly,it will be identifiedhow sociocultural elements andhared history have been
included in the planand decisiommaking pocess of the Hgeland merger.Fourth the
sections willbe connected, resulting in a holistic representation of the regional identity
discourse in the Hogeland merger. Finally, thée of regional identitiesin the municipal

mergerprocesse®f municipality Het Hogelandill be approached



Decentralization of the natiostate causes alecrease in hierarchical structures and an
increase in horizontal cooperation in smaller administrative ufieslouw & van Gorp, 2014)
The transfer of responsibilities and power from the national to the regional level, despite its
clear line of reasonig, not an unambiguous phenomenon (Terlouw & van Gorp, 2014). It
shows new forms of multilevel governance which are more negotiatetween
administrative units and stakeholdersn comparison with hierarchical structures
characterizing forthe national geernment (Hooghe & Marks, 2003)Smaliscale
administrative units increasingly cooperate in new institutional arrangements often in the

form of amalgamations.

Newly developed or amalgamated regions (or plans thereto) are often legitimizettdsging
political and economic advantagéRijksoverheid, 2019). New regions require a legitimate
basis to prevent the undermining of democratic values. Terlouw and van Gorp (2014) discuss
the theory of Beetham (1991) on legitimacy of power in relatiomew regions. Beetham
(1991) argues that legitimacy is based on three factors: legality, expressed consent and
justifiability. Legality firstly, refers to adherence of established legal frameworks that are
made for the acquirement of powe&econdly, goressed consent of the populatiasa linked

to the acceptance of the new region by the public through electiomaamifestations ofmass
events. Thirdly, justifiability isi¥b&sed on social horms concerning the source of political
authority and the purpos@ ¥ A2 GSNY YSYy 1 QQ 0 ¢ Sph8b32 Stade pewerd y D3
must be acknowledged by institutions that are gerigraegarded to have authority. New
municipalities in this casemust serve necessary goals in managemerntedaitories but it

must also srve the public interest. Serving the public interest has a strong social component.
The public interest is linked to the normsgalues,and the identity of a specific region
(Beetham, 1991). So nédyinstitutionalizedregions need to justifpew narratives by aligning

them with the interests of the local population. THisks decentralization taegional identity
discoursesincreasedconomicefficiency justifies administrative restructuring but it possibly

undermines thesocial dimensions of legitimacy.



Undermining sodcultural dimensions though prospects of economic efficiency can
potentially result inresistance(Terlouw, 2018)Regional identity involves a cognitive and
emotional relation of individuals or groups with a specific locéfyasi, 2011feared loss of

loss of regional identity is identified to be a dominant motive for opposing attitudes towards
amalgamations from the local population (Terlouw, 2018)e Tesearch of Terlouw (2016)
presents two cases of municipal mergenghe Netherlands to develop this argumenthe

first case, involving the municipal merger of Goef@eerflakee, met resistance at first.
However,this disappeared when, mainly through cooperation of local entrepreneairsgw
thinner (see 4.1) and more ture oriented identity was createdGeneral adaptation of
identity narratives, according to the theory of Beetham (1991), contribute the
legitimization ofnewly institutionalized regio& The second case involved the municipal
merger of Katwijk, an anigamation of three municipalities in which opposing local identities
increasingly became important after the mergaocess. Local communities in Katwijk
became more inward oriented focusing on historical roots and emphasizing the differences
between commuities. Administrators in Katwijk met resistance, based on soucitural
discourses which resulted in, on one hand, complicated governance situations and, on the
other hand, discontented inhabitants. However, the case of Go€reerflakee shows that
collective marketing and cooperation betwedocalstakeholders from different communities

are instumental for the construction legitimate administrations andw identities during

municipal mergers (Terlouw, 2016).

The previous chapter already shortly discussed regichertity in relation to municipal
mergers. This section will further elaborate on the ways regional identity can be approached.
Conceptualizing the region and identity is not straightforward. Both the term region and
identity are complex to define. Firstly, the filgtion of region is plural,complex, and
contextual (Paasi, 2011; Simon et al. 2010). Within the academic debate there is not a full
consensus on the definition of region. Regional identity is, secondly, only thinly theorized

(Paasi, 2011). This reflestdhy it is relevant to have a clearly formulated definition on which
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this research is based. There are two more or less opposing views in discussions about regions
and their relationshipwith identity. The first more traditional,view is based on a more
territorial notion that is based on the boundedness of regiahsle the secondecognizes the

region as a relational constructhese two approaches and will be discussed in the following

sections.

Firstly, those who content the relational viewpoint aadopt a more territorial interpretation

of the region, recognize the region as a bounded entity (Zimmerbauer et al., 2012). In this case
regional identity is being regarded the product of path dependent configurations of culture,
politics,and economics @hes & MacLeod, 2004). This implies that this regional identity is a
more fixed and stable phenomenon belong to a certain spatiality (Zimmerbauer, Z012).
boundedness of regions is evident when regional bordeesradiscussions about politics and
idertity narratives on a regional level. Regional identity narratives are perpetually being
produced and reproduced accordingly to spatial boundaries (Paasi, 2011). It becomes even
more evident when a region is home to a specific ethnographic community wkieh the

region as an important identifier.

Secondlyone of the most dominant approaches in current discussions about this topic is the
relational nature of regions. Advocates of this approach conceptualize regions as networked
and connected spaces wheflmrders increasingly have a less relevant rdtagsi, 2011,
Zimmerbauer et al., 2012). While the definition of the region is increasingly being recognized
as contextual and flexible, regional identity implies a certain boundedidss is becaus@
practice regions areoften used as distinctive containerdor e.g. citizenship, political
mobilization and cultural expressioAssuming the relational character of regions this can
create conceptual confusionEven though regions become increasingly conngécéed
YSUg2N] SR WQ2fR NBIA2YIFEA&0aQQ FNHAzS GKI G
bounded shapes of regions. The regpyovides the spatial contexhrough which actorfiave
interactions(Paasi, 2011). These regionalists argue that the bounded shape of regions partially
affect these engagement#\ second critique on the relational approacbuld bethat high
internal and externatonnectedness afegiors is not selfevident | would liketo add to the

discussionthat some regions which are not as well integrated in glpbational and
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local/regionalnetworks might not apply well to the relational approach. Conversely, well

integrated regions might not apply to the notion of more territdrviews on the regian

Regional identity, however, represents only one of the multiple identities of people (Paasi,
2013). Regions and places are often being regarded as containers of identity (Prokkola et al.,
2015). However, this notion is increaswdpeing replaced by the idea that place and region

are an arena for multiple identities. The latter argument does not recognize borders as
exclusive differentiators but as porous lines where multiple identitiexlep (Prokkola et al.,

2015). Due to glolalization processes people have the opportunity to identify with a myriad

of objects, spatial units and cultures. But why then does the region remain an identifier? To
SELX FAY GKA& al F¥Saz2tA omdpcy O2Ay ShkasbkS (SN
innate need to identify with a group as opposed to individualization and dyosger cultures.

The region can offer a relatively tangible grouppasple from that region shardne similarity

of living inaregionwith the same characteristics.

The previous section has shown that approaching regional identity theoretically is complex. In
order to analyze the phenomenon, Paasi (2011) makes a conceptual distinction between
identity of the region and regional consciousness. The identity of the megifers to the
features of a region (i.e. nature, culture, traditions etc.) that make the region distinguishable
from others. Regional consciousness is the degree to which inhabitants (or people in general)
identify with the region. Classification tiese conceptsis sensitivesubjectiveand power

laden This theory offers a way of conceptualizing the nuances in regional identity without
being bound to one specific region. Being generally applicable to changing regions makes it

possible to compare regi@for the two categories.

The conceptual distinction that Paasi (2011) makes, provides a useful approach to study the
complex concept of regional identityhis distinction will be applied this studyby comparing

the regional consciousness of inhabitantgth identity of the region as defined by experts.
Even though, understanding the relation of individuals with regions can be a goal on its own,

this research aims to reflect on this placdation in the context ofmunicipal mergess.
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Williams and Stewart (1998) offer valuable insights inrttadter of placerelation in resource
management which translates well to the use of identity in merger cont&itisy stress the
relevance of considering emotive relations withplace in ecosystem management.
Additionally, theyprovide practical recommendations fexpertsto avoid political conflicts
by includingsense of place. This is useful for the contekimunicipal mergers as it offers
SEI YL Sa 27 Wavakhg |Bcal kabldtabohylinCoipor&linghpliceelations.

Sense of places an interesting concept for the discussion on the use of regional identities in
regional managemenbecause it explains the emotiwelation of people with placeand
arguably also region3he concept of sense of place has been theorized thoroughly in varying
contexts. Sense of place is an overarching concept that describes the relationships between
humans and localities (JorgenserS&dman, 2011). The concept is based on the notion that

individuals and groups attach meaning to spaces. One influential thinker in sense of place

theory Tuan (19750.150 RS&AONAO6Sa LI I OS I a WQOSYGSNI 27F Y

Endowed with maning, place is thus more than spatial coordinates or a point in space.
Important for this discussion is the idea that place in itself cannot hold meaning. Sense of place
is subjective interpretation of spaces and, therefore, resides within human actiois.h@s
common ground with PaaQi§2011) concept of regional consciousness of inhabitants.
Although simplified, it is possible to compare place, seen as space endowed with meaning,
with the regional consciousnesfegional consciousness and place bothoemgass the
emotive and cognitive bonds with localitieembedding sense of place in regional identity

theory.

Place remains an important identifier for people despite increasingly fuzzy boundaries and
globalizing networks (Harvey, 1999affesoli, 199% Williams and Stewart (1998) argue that
when new land uses are being introduced, they can become symbols of external threats to
sense of place of local actors. Which illustrates that the differences in subjective place
meanings can be a source of conflithis form of external threat to local actors can be
compared to the introduction deinstitutionalization measures in regional contexts. Potential
conflicts reflect not only the sense of place of the outsider but also the power of external

actors over the dcal (Williams & Stewart, 1998). In regibuilding processes, not much

13



attention has been given to power dynamics (Paasi, 2011). In the case of plans for municipal
mergers, power dynamics are evident as policy issued by governments leads to territorial

reorganization. This does not necessarily correspond with the sense of place of local actors.

Williams and Stewart (1998) argue that in order to avoid conflict in ecosystem management,
and arguably also in managing municipal mergers, the relationship leetyweople and place
needs to be considered. This relation should have aéleyin the management of territorial
reorganization and not only serve as interesting background informgWitiam & Stewart,
1998) Incorporating sense of place in the process enable managers, politicians and
experts to find common ground. Competing senses of place need to be negotiated, ultimately
resulting in afuture shared notion of sense of place. A shared sense of place or common
understanding of regional identity disurses enables not only the management of territorial
reorganizationbut it can also become a basis for economic competitiveness (Paasi, 2011).
Rural spaces, likenunicipality HetHogeland, increasingly move away from agricultural
production by incorporang additional sources of employment, a process identified in most
rural places of Europe in recent decades (Saxena et al., 20@8er to provide sustainable
sources of income, new soeszonomic activities, such as tourism and leisure, should be
rooted in existing social, economic and cultural structures (Saxena et al., 2088hg a focus

on territorial cohesion and socicultural legitimacy of administrative areas very relevisge
section 4.3) Therefore sense of place armsbciocultural conna@nsneed to be considereth

institutionalization processes

Williams and Stewart (1998) proposeveralpracticalrecommendations for applying sense

of place in ecosystem managemeiecause of similar contexthdse recommendations
potentially alsoillustrate the relevance of taking in account emotive relations with place in
municipalmergess. Firstly, the authors séss the relevance of knowing and using common or
traditional placenames. Doing this reflects that managers respect the ties people have with
places. This recommendatioalso appliesto amalgamations ofnew municipalities as

illustrated by the research dimmerbauer et al. (2017¥hese authors describe a case in

Finland where the merger process was strongly resisted. The administration of that region
OKIFYy3aSR GKS YdzyAOALI fAGEQa VYIYSE gKAOK NBa&dA
the groups livag in the region. Therefore,gticymakers and government officials need to
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carefully considenames innstitutionalization processe€onflict can possiblye avoided by

using traditional and common place names which are rooted in local histS8acondly
Williams and Stewart (1998) stress that managers need tterstand the politics of places

that are proposed to go through change. Places can have cultural (i.e. traditional, symbolic,
historical, spiritual), social or economic values which can have mgsufor individuals and/or
groups. Understanding the politics behind these values prevents managers to make
uninformed decisions. This is especially relevant when places have special but different
meanings to different grups (Williams & Stewart, 1998)hirdly, managers need wonsider
differing local interes Some places hawbfferent overlapping meanirgfor different groups

and people This makes management of places sensitiveiafildenced by power structures.
Understanding these local interesits placescanhelp in the mediation of possible conflicts

and discussions (Williams &Stewart, 1998).

This chaptewill elaborate ortheoretical links between instituticalization of new regions and
regional identity Regions are growing in political importance and even though they remain
relevant as containers of collective identiiarvey, 1996; Maffesoli, 1996)erlouw (2012)
argues that processeaglobalization of and individualization undermine traditional identities.
This contradiction can be theoretically approach&dyuing in line with the relation approach,
Terlouw (2012) stregsthe importance of intensifyingonnectednetworkswhich resultin
WQUKAYY S NRde olgahiBafiand aind dl@inistrative borders increasingly transform,
take for example mergers of new municipalities, which puts pressure on existing regional
identities. Terlouw (2009) has proposed the concept of thick andittentities in order to
distinguish between different aspects of regional identiti€sis conceptually brings together

the two approaches on regional identity.

Thick regional identities are embedded in traditional, semitiural and economic
characterisics. Thin identities mainly focus on economic characteristics and are future
oriented Prokkola et al., 2015;erlouw, 2012). Identity discourses in a given region will always

be a hybrid between thick and thin identities, however not always balanteeidentity of
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new regions is constructed from multiple existing identities and systems (Terlouw & van Gorp,
2014). The authors argue that new regional identities are layered and that identity
determinants can be selectdoly institutions, politicians and admistrators from thick and

GKAY ARSYGAGASEa GKFEG INB Ay LIXIFOS 6¢SNI 2dzz>
WdzLJX 2 RAY3IQ (2 SESYLX ATeé hshGrepetialgkidibgdaigsa 2y 2 F
collective narratives and expanding futuraemted goals (Terlouw & van Gorp, 2014). Those

who are involved in the process of creating new identities choose to implement narratives

from traditional thick identities to embed the new identity in the region. This implies that they

also actively leaveut other narratives that do not correspond with the proposed identity.
Uploading refers to elements that are used as narrative for the course the regioldwke

to take in the future (Terlouw & van Gorp, 2014). New narratives are not selected by one
individual or institution.The selection of narrativelsom thin and thick identitieshat are in

place is anegotiation between sikeholders and administratigrwith different positions of

power, although abstracted in theoryt helpsto understandthese @mplex phenomena

An example discussed by Terlouw and van Gorp (26d4)make these abstractiomaore
tangible. The Bollenstreek in the Randstadhe Netherlandds used as an example where
thick and thin identities are effectively used in conjunction with each other. The region uses
its strong regional identity as center for the tulip bulb industry to position itself towards other
networks (downloading). The remi still offers specialized services for the production and
marketing of this specific industry (uploadinghe Bollenstreek as region has a thick identity
referring embedded in traditional narratives while the Bollenstreek network has a thin
regional idetity with an emphasis on connectedness and economic efficiency (Terlouw & van
Gorp, 2014). These identities reinforce each other in the advantage of the region as a whole.
This example additionally shows the dichotomy between the old regionalist andoredt
perspective on regional identityt can be argued thatraditional Bollenstreek narratives in

line with theregionalist perspective, showing why regions still are relevant as containers of
identity. The thin identity of the Bollenstreek networkowever, shows that networks have
become instrumental for future oriented developmerithis implies thathere is a mutual

dependence betweethick and thin identities (Terlouw & van Gorp, 2014)
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The conceptual distinction betvea thick and thin identities is mainly focused on those who
negotiate the narratives of regions. Construction of new regions and narratives, however, has
influence on the inhabitants and people that have ties with the regr@gional consciousness

does na disappear after a region goes through the process of deinstitutionalization
(Zimmerbauer et al., 2017Zimmerbauer et al. (20174laim that after a region loses its

f SAAGAYI OGS aGFGdzax NBIA2Y I O2yaO0A2MFBanQNE
In this sense deinstitutionalization is never complate thus in a state of betweenneskhis

also explains why the relation between deinstitutionalization and regional identity can be
contested (Zimmerbauer et al., 2017). Zimmerbauer et allT2@dopts the viewpoint that

regionsemerge fromperformativeaction andpath dependeryin the political arena.

The research by Zimmerbauer et al. (2017) shows that when administrative borders are
removed, it does not directly imply that regions turn into open, integrated whaoitgmbitants

of regions that are in the process of deinstitutionalizatian process thiaaccording to
Zimmerbauer et al. (2017) never reaches a state of completiontinue to have ties with
often characterizig landmarks and traditions (i.e. local businesses, buildings, sports clubs).
The case study by Zimmerbauer et al. (2017) shows wiz¢n the relation with the
deinstitutionalized regiorand its inhabitantss threatened by the changes that come with

institutionalization of a new region, lvabitants can resist the municipality merger.

To theoretically approach the stickiness of regiodimmerbauer et al. (2017nake the
distinction between hard and soft spaces. Territorial spaces, firstly, harden over time meaning
that sociocultural and institutional configurations bound to a locality do not easily
disintegrate. On that account, theollective consciousness after deinstitutionalization
processes will likely still refer to and be based on these hardened spaces (Zimmerbauer et al.,
2017). Secondly, soft spaces are conceptualized as new emergent spaces of governance that
are based on ybrid and multijurisdictional governance and development processes.
Although, borders remain to have significance in modern society, regions have become
relatively softer over time. Because hardened territorial spaces do not easily disintegrate it

cannot not be argued that soft spaces are created through deinstitutionalization
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(Zimmerbauer et al., 2017). However, soft spaces can be regarded as additional layers on the

existing regional structures.

The degree of stickiness is not bound to the sizeegfons. This depends more on the how
deeply regions are embedded in regional consciousness. Therefore, | would argue that it is
instrumental to understand how regions are embedded in the consciousness of inhabitants
prior to deinstitutionalization of olthardened regionsRaivo (2004) gives an additional reason
for understandinghistorical and identity narratives related spadde states thatsites of
collective memoryOl y eM@asgedts of fruitful ceperation at the level of both
intergovernmental ageements and concrete local joint acti@Q 6 w -, .73, Thissisn n
substantiated by the research of Stoffelen and Vanneste (2018) who argue thatbonaies
cooperation can be facilitated througbhared historical narrativesh a tourism context
Additionally, e-telling and symbolizindpistorical regional narrativesanenable crossorder
cooperation and arguably also on municipal le@tott, 2013)The results will show whether

the mobilization of the regional Hogeland narratigeabled coopeation during the merger

period.

The research by Terlouw and van Gorp (2014) shows that the selection of thick and thin
regional identity narrativesnainly is done through governments anelkfigures in municipal
mergers. This is supported by the research of Metzger (2013) which emphasizes that
institutionalization is enabled through actors who are legitimized and have the capacity to act
as the voice of the regionlCommunication of new naatives by these keyersonsand

organizations is thus instrumental for institutionalization of regions.

Promotion of identitiesis often done through place promotion, place marketing and place
branding. Bosen et al. (2018klearly distinguishbetween these conceptsavhich enables
systematic analysis and avoids conceptual confuskirstly, place promotion is the least
encompassing of the three concepts. It is used to promote region for target audiences (mainly
visitors). Promotion is @&hort-term strategy which focus on what a place has to offer.
Secondly, [ace marketing is related to the managing of supply and demand by targeting

specific marketsegments (Boisen et al., 2018). This requires a nanrgterm strategy in
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comparison to place prootion. Placebranding is, thirdly, aimed at reputatiemanagement

and image creation. By doing this, branding can significantly influence how place is being
perceived (Govers & Go, 2009aking it relevant to uséhe conceptin relation tosocic
cultural legitimacy of newly amalgamated municipalitiebhe framework by Boisen et al.
(2018) shows that theolace promotion, marketing and brandingredominantly focus on

three separatesectors, namelyisitors businesses and inhabitants respectively

Place lbanding has an emphasis on influencing attitudes of inhabitants (Boisen et al., 2018).
As mentioned before, regional identities are the product of path dependent configurations of
culture, politics,and economics (Jones & MaclLeod, 2004). Place brandinddshwerefore,

be identity driven in order to influence identity discours@siministrators can potentially use
branding as a tool tONB I 4 S WQ i K Ay gicnD@theindR 3ngré radifioSad

WO i K habatiGNabich have hardened over timBranding,opposed to place promotion

and place marketingocusseson influencingidentity discourses amonighabitants making

it a useful conceptualization to analyze poliogasures aimed at identity creation in the

Hogeland municipality.
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A Place branding
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Stage 4.

Approach the role of socio-cultural connections in the Hogeland merger

Fig.1 Conceptual model showing how the theoretical background serves the analysis etslhgial connections and th

merger context.
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A conceptual model been design@€g. J in which the theoretical background and its relation

to the analysis is visualized. The theoretical background has brought together literature on
municipal mergers and regional identity discourse. Enabling a bettelerstanding of
mobilization of identity in merger contexts. The midtaged analysis taps into different parts

of the theoretical background but also aims to find links in the literature. The final stage of the
analysis will ultimately result in a colemt assessment of the role regional identity discourse

in the Hogeland merger.
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Municipality Het Hogeland in the north of the province of Groningen, the Netherlands is the
study area of this researcliiet Hogelanccame into existencen January the first of 2019
following a merger of the previous municipalities of Eemsmond, Winsum, Bedum and De
Marne. The name Hogeland refers to the region with relatively recentdagp deposits.
Geomorphological and sociocultudgfinitions of the region are interesting in the case of the
Hogeland. The region is relatively high in relation to the surrounding land and tHevsa
Besidethe geomorphologicabrigin, the Hogeland name is also a historical narratifre
name iscommonly used in loc@lommunities The new municipality is thus named after this
historical and geomorphologicetgion. Selecting this name has been an active choice which
has been based on polls in the former municipalities. The geomorpltaldgogeland region
does, however, not correspond fully with the municipality borders. The selection of this
historical narrative might have had consequences in the form of either resistance or
cooperation from specific groups of inhabitants, depending tbe sense of place of

inhabitants.

Due to path dependency and different historical backgrounds, the perceived regional identity
might vary within the former municipalitie3he research of Zimmerbauer et al. (2017) shows
that newly institutionalized regins need taesonate with the identity determinants from all
former municipalitiesn order to avoid resistanc&xploring regional identity discourses in the
merger process of the Hogelameflects the relevance of selecting this case as an example.
Additionally, exploring the role of identity in the Hogeland case will deepen our understanding
about this relatively understudied phenomenohhis researckpecificallyaimsto assess the

role of regional identity in the Hogeland merger by researching poileymakers, experts and

politicians have incorporated soetultural connectiondn relation to the merger.

The region of the former municipalities is mainly rural with several larger to®edum, the
largest, has approximately 8.0@thabitants followed by Winsum and UithuizéDBS, 2019)

The most populous settlements used to be the location of the town halls of the former
municipalities. Currently they are still in use as town hall but in service of the new municipality

which is offcially located in UithuizenAgriculture is, historicallyembedded in all the

22



economies of théormer municipalitieZienswijze op herindelingsadvies, 2Q1Hywever, as
mentioned, rural spaces increasingly move away from agricultural production by
incarporating additional sources of income, a process identified in most rural places of Europe
in recent decades (Saxena et al., 2008). The regional identity of the Hogeland has been
influenced by existing and new narrativéscorporation of new sources aficgome that are

based in sockzultural and historical elements caossiblybe enabled throughderstanding

how identity has been shaped and used in the meqg@rcesswvhich can help tsolidify the

economic competitiveness of the region.

Potential alignment of ideals, motivations and narratives have been a result oflooodsr
cooperation between multiple stakeholders frora variety of former municipalities.
Reconstructing th cooperationprocess ad the implementation of sociocultural arkerswill

deepenour understandingabout therole ofregional identity in merger contexts.

The Hogeland region provides an interesting setting to study how municipalities integrate
sociacultural and historicatonrnectionsin municipal merger context#\ case study is suitable

in the research context since regions are spatially and historically contingent, thus empirical
understanding of this phenomenon should be based on context in order to avoid abstract,
empty gereralizations (Pa&as2011).Discussions abouthe precise course of the merger
process and, subsequently, the selection of historical narratives have had a considerable
amount of media attention before the merger. Empirical resedrabprovided insight in the

role of sociecultural markers and historical narratives by analyzing kewactors concretely

operationalized this.

Considering the aim texplorethe role of regional identities during and before municipal
mergerprocesseshaveopted for a mixed methods research approachis section identiés

the different research mdtods used for the different subjects and the corresponding
stakeholders. To explore the role of regional identity in the merger context, two aspects will

be central in theresearch:the regional identitydiscourse in place and the practical
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implementationof shared sociocultural connectionk will be approachedhrough a mult
staged method, which will ultimately create a coherent overview of the role of identity
discourse in the Hogeland merger. This msilédged approach is based on Stoffelen and
Vannes$e (2018) and is selected because their research shows that it accounts for the
integration of different stakeholder perspectives on secidtural connectionsmaking it a

relevant approach to studghe selected case.

In the first stage of the analysithe research explothe opinion of inhabitants on the
marketing of the Hogeland by analyzinguaveyset out by Stoffelen et al2020. The aim of

this surveywasto spatially explore regional identity determinants as perceived by inhabitants
of the Hbgeland and to investigate regional consciousnége. survey was distributed among
high school students and their families in the Hogeland region. The distributing was
coordinated by one of the authors of research (Stoffelen g28R0). In total 1@ valid surveys

were filled out by respondents. For this research, descriptive statistics were collected and
analyzed using SPSS. This provided insight in general perspectivesciocultural
determinants enabingthe researcher to determine key determinaiot the regional identity

as perceived by inhabitants

Inhabitants were asked in the survey to name four words which they associate with the
Hogeland.Analysis of associationsas done by analyzing and coding them with Atlas.TlI,
similar to the approach of Hoving (2018dopting a similar approach as Hoving (2Qd@yed

to be favorable for the comparability of the researdhenabled the researcher to determine
whether regional consousnesgdiscoursesn the Hogeland region & changed compared

to 2010. Itmustbe noted, however, that the research of Hoving (2010) only encompassed the

former municipality of Eemsmondavhich might explain possible differences in outcome.

The codes tht have been used to categorize thssociations are subjective and based on
themes that are frequently mentioned in the survéy total 646associations were mentioned
and coded. The associations and their corresponding codes can be viewed in adpditnaix
researcher has opted toontribute only one code to each association, becamsest ofthe

codes proved to be relatively unambiguous.
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Thesurveyadditionally askd about personal opinions related to the marketing of the new
municipality. This section of theurveylinks the survey on regional consciousness totthe
the central question of this thesisThe survey contains several questions on the new
municipality lgoand how this correspond with their regional consciousn&é® logo depicts
images thatgenerally araegarded as characteristic for the regiddymbolization through a
new logo carbe a source of identification for peop{€immerbauer et al., 2012Jhe survey
results be used to assess whether this also the case for Het HogElatisermore, theresults
have beenused in in the last stage by linking back the insights from sémctured

interviews.

In the second stage of the analysis the evolutibthe Hogeland mergewasreconstructed,
providing context about kegvents which are necessary to understand the role of identity
narratives in the mergeprocess. Thisvasbased on a content analysis of policy documents,

combined with insights from interviews with experts and policymakers.

In the third stageit was elaboratedon how administrators and experts reflected on, and
potentially incorporated socigultural connetions in the merger proces§hisstagehas a

focus on the decisiomaking process within administrative discoursén. short, the
intervieweeshave beerasked to elaborate on thmerger context and more explicitly about

the use ofsociocultural connectiasin the mergerprocess.This step enabléthe researcher

to determineg K& OSNIFAY StSYSyda o6SNBYyRKADIFI 4R RS
(Terlouw & van Gorp, 2014) to tmarrative of HeHogelandand ultimatelyto determine the

role of these conneaobins.

Practically the interviewees wegelected on basis of their occupation and involvement in the
merger processSnowballsampling has been usdd identify possible participantsThrough
this type of samplingnteresting new cases arddentified based orthe social networkof
participants (Stratford & Bradshaw, 201@). total eight interviews were conducted with a
varied group of respondentéTable 1). Participantswere eitherinvolved in the governing
process during the merger ashired experts Three interviews wereonductedfaceto-face

on location which was favorable to the establishment of rappatbweverdue to the Covid

19 pandemic which has limited social interacts, the remaining five interviews were
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conducted througtSkype (3), WhatsApp (1) and telephone [d)order to be able to pick up
on visual cues videmedia likeSkype and WhatsApp weselected This proved to be a good
substitute forreallife interviewsas no technicdimitationswere experienced One interview
was conducted by telephone which implied the loss of visual enéspossibly affected the
depth of conversation and establishment of rapp&ot that particular caseThe interviews
were funnel structuredvhich implies thaffirstly broad questions about the merger context
were asked to make the participafégmiliar wth the subject{Dunn, 2016)Subsequently, the
interview moved on to morepersonal views and specific information about the selected
subjects.After the interviews weretranscribed,they were sehback to theinterviewees for
participant checking enhanciig the level of trust between the researcher and interviewee
(Dunn,2016)All but one interviewee consented with the provided transcript and the usage of

their names in the researcl©neparticipantindicated hat anonymization was preferred.

Teble 1:List of participants for the qualitative part of tmesearch

Participant Description Datagathering

Eltjo Dijkhuis Current occupatiorAlderman of | faceto-face
municipality Het Hogeland.
Occupation in merggurocess:
councilor of the former

municipality of Eemsmond.

Kristel Rutgers Current occupatioralderwoman of | Skype
municipality Het Hogeland.
Occupation in merggurocess:
councilor of the former

municipality of Bedum.

Rinus Michels mayor of the former municipality g Skype
Winsum.
Marjanne Sorgdragel { YA G K | YR 2 ¢y S| faceto-face

{ LINB1SyQQ®d al RS
of Het Hogeland
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RenéBlokzijl Strategist and cowner of strategig faceto-face
brandagency  Dizain  which
developed the municipality logo ¢

Het Hogeland.

Elly van der Gugten | Assistant to the program manag{ WhatsApp videocall
who structured the municipa

merger.

Jessica Hoekstra Employee at promotion an( Skype
marketing organization Promotie

Waddenland

[anonymous Film producer and director telephone call

respondent]

6.1.1 Coding multidimensional and fragmented datasets

Toanalyze the semstructured interviewssystematically] transcribed theaudio filesusing
Otranscribe and, subsequently, analyzbd transcriptsusing AtlasTIQualitative datin this
researchcan be characterized as multidimensiarscausehe interviewscover subjects that
are fragmented over policdjomains, scales and stakeholdeFar the coding of the texts, |
roughly followed the data analysis scheme Sibffelen 2019, which fits the explorative
nature of this researchHe describes ayclicalcoding-schemeconsising of ten steps The
coding part of the schemas usedn this researchwill shortly be explainedThe approach
starts with descriptive coding whicencompassegassigning initial label® texts (Stoffelen,
2019).After completing this step 308des were identified. This includesique codes as well
as codes that were applied more frequentpescriptive codingvas followed by pattern
coding the reorganizingand regroupingof codesin overarching themesDuring this step
descriptive codesre merged, reamed and deleted whicbstablish& some hierarchyn the
data (Cope, 2010pfter this step 110 codes were lefthirdly, 8 W Q Spyolikiodahcading
schemewasmadebased orrelevant literature and concepfisom the theoretical framework.
Six main temes were identified which were sdlvided in21 subthemes g&ppendix2). It is

referred to as empty coding scheme because it isusetd to recode the transcripts (Stoffelen,
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2019) Subsequently, a comparisoragmade between theahemes identified in the pattern
coding process anthe provisional coding schenm@alde 2). The povisional codig scheme
wasthen used to analyze theelected quotes structurally. In this my approach differs from
the Stoffelen (2019)Stoffelen (2019) useshe provisional coding scheme to create a
hierarchical coding schenadter which another recodingound is doneHoweverdue totime

limitations no hierarchical coding rounvaas done.

Table 2: Overarching themes identified from pattern coding and the provisional cq@iaged on Stoffelen, 2019)

Descriptive coding Pattern coding Provisional coding scheme

Configuration discussions an Scaleenlargement
Unstructured codes . . -
pre-merger cooperation deinstitutionalization
Resistancand community Resistance and legitimacy
involvement

Sociocultural markers and  Regional identity and sense
regional orientation of place

Regional identity practically
implemented in merger Thick and thin identities
process

Border correction Middag Stickines®f regiors
Humsterland
Placepromation, marketing

Tourism and branding and branding

Importance document, dates
and facts

In the postcoding phase of the analysis, the coded interviewese crossreferenced with
sections from the literature reviewkinally, by linking back insights from interviews with
policymakers and experts the role of socigdtural connections in the Hetand merger
processwas identified. This, thus, builon the knowledge acquired iearlier stages of the

research.
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This research invollinteraction with different individualsgroups,and stakeholders, which
can potentially hadboth positive and negative implications for those involved. Employing

ethical research standards avoids harming the people involved (Dowling, 2016; Hay, 2010).

Seltreflexivity contributes to the establishmenf rigor (Hay, 2010). In case of this casady
positionality is to be considered especially. The researcher was raised within the research area
which might have influenced his frame of reference. The researcher has a preconceived idea
about the regionaldentity discourses which are in place. The amshowever to maintain

objective and rigorous during the research.

Beforethe interviews, an informed consefppendix 3was signed by both the interviewee
and the researchefThe design of the informedonsent was based on Dunn (2016) dahe
Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (200& form, signed byboth the
researcher and the intervieweeaddressed: audivecording,confidential use of datathe
possibility to remainanonymous the possibility tochange answer afterwards and the
purpose of the researchAdditionally, it was stressed during the interviews that participants

could stopat any moment during the interview

The following result sectiors structuredaccoding to theabove mentionednultiple staged
approach.l have opted for thisunnelstructure because ifirst provides contexfregional
consgousness, merger procesghich isneeded tobetter understand theincorporation of
sociocultural connections. This structure, subsequerghgbled meto approach the role of
regional identity in the merger of Het Hogelabg connecting insights frorthe previous

sections

Prior to studying the institutionalization of the Hogeland municipality in relation to regional
identity it is nee@d have an understanding of the regional consciousness of its inhabitants

(Zimmerbauer et aR017).
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7.1.1Population composition and distribution

The survey set out by Stoffelen et @020, which is used in this study, had 169 respondents.
Sixof the respondents were left out of the analysis because they did not officially live within
the Hogéand region, resulting in Busable surveys. TabBshows the gender distribution in
absolute and relative numbers.

Téble 3: Absolute and relative distribution of gende
of survey respondents. Source: Stoffelen et al., 2C

Frequency Percentage

Male 72 44.2%
Female 89 54,6%
Different 1 0.6%
Missing 1 0.6%
Total 163 100%

There is a relatively even distribution between male and female respondents. An equal

distribution can be considered as beneficial for the interpretation of the results. Respondents

had an average age of 32,7 years. Ranging from 10 to 78 years old. N sgge group is

over- or underrepresented in the survey. The average time of residence in Hogeland region

was 26,7 years. Respondents thus averagely lived a considerable part of their lives in the

region. Some, mainly younger, respondents lived in thgdtind their entire lives.

Figure 2 showshe relative distribution of respondents in the municipality based on postal
codes. The map shows that a large part of the area has been covered to some extent by the
survey. Place of residence of respondents seems to correspond with settlements in the
municpality, as might be expected. It must be noted, however, that there some gaps in the
distribution, illustrated by the grey areas. The grey areas are mainly in south ~aesthand

west of the municipalityThe relatively low response rates in theuth, ®uth-west, and west

can probably be explained by the distribution of high schools in the province and their railway
connection. The survey has been, as mentioned above, distributed through high school pupils
of Het Hogeland College. Pupils from the fornmeunicipality of Bedum, however, more

frequently attend high schools in either the city of Groningen or Delfzijl because it is better
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connected by railway. Most respondents come from postal code areas with relatively large

settlements in the north and middle of the Hogeland region.

:\;2155% Relative distribution respondents
Research regional identity in Het Hogeland
Legend
Bevolkingskernen Het Hogeland
Relative N respondents per postal code
Frequencies as Percent of Total
<2% L N
2% - 5%
. 5% - 1% A
I >11%
Geen vespnnden(en 0_2 l 55 i 165 2

Fig.2. Relativedistribution respondents of the survey on regional identity in the Hogel:
by Stoffelen et al. (2020).

7.1.2 Associations with the Hogeland region

The question about associations with the Hogelaadion resulted in 646 wordshich were
organized ircodegroups(Table 4) These codegroupse based oifrequently mentioned and
similar associationsimilar tosubjectively constructed codegroups ldbving (2010 Not all
respondents filled in fouwords in the designated areas and some mentioned an extra
association, which were coded as well. Tablghowshow often codes were applied to the
associations. Based on this some assumptions can be made regarding the regional

consciousness of inhabitanté Het Hogeland

The largest code group that was mentioned was related to the agricultural character of the
region. The code agriculture consisted codesYike 2 S NFuSWWAt Q- { (CSunttysitR) Q
andWt 2 £ TRIS shbs that the respondents asite the Hogeland most with agriculture

oriented economy has been and still is a relevant sector in the region
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Table 4: Inhabitant associations with the Hogeland
region divided inductively in larger themes. Sourct
Stoffelen et al., 2020

Codaroup

Tangible elements Frequencies
Agriculture 170
Openness 122
Landscape 121

Built environment 67

Water 67

Misc 14

Animals 11

Intangible elements

Quietness 44
Experience 29
Total codes 646

The second largest code group was openness. Respondents relative frequently stressed the
openness of the region by mentioning words likB2 S A R &(ExBahse)PwdzA Y i S Q
(SpaciousnesgndW¥ + S NH S (VievB K ThiS yidzates that the flatness and opesrghe

region is a relevant aspect of the identity of the region as experienced by its inhabitants.
Secondly, landscape elements were mentioned often in relation to the Hogeland. Landscape
is a relatively broad category. It consists of associationsrdfat to both the natural domain
intermsof#6 2 &0aFRYNB a G av sz WL FyiaQ FyR WiNBSaQ | yR
in the landscape lik&2 A S NR Sy (DwellingSmolid8sy abed R A Z0ykkes).CEspecially

dykes werefrequently associatd with the Hogelandlt has to be noted that even though
opennesscan be considered as a landscape element, it has its own category due to high
number of associations with this termSomething these three large code groups have in
common is that they are cély visible in the landscape, or in the case of openness absent in

the landscape.

Quietness and experience, two categories which were mentioned considerably less often,
refer not to the physical more tangible elements people associate the Hogelandutitio
the experiential relation of peopleith the environment. This explains the distinction that has

been made between tangible and intangible elements in tablErequently mentioned for
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the WIj dzA Sobdé s @ degaindess/Quietnessy w dzarioReasily be considetkas

either positive of negative, as it does not indicate whether people like the calmness or not.
CtKAad Olys: K2gSOSNE 0SS &addomaidlyidAlrGSR gAGK (K
Hogeland was mainly experienced positivelyfereng to associations like) a 2 @éaciiful),
Bijzonde€iSpecial). Few associatid@dgstress a negative experience of the Hogelan@asl I A Q

(Boring).

For this research different codegroups have bemed than the research of Hoving (2010).
This has been deciddzecause some of the categoribg Hoving (2010) were consideredto
broad. Agriculturein the research of Hoving (2010)as for example not separate category

I, however,opted to make a separate codegroup for agriculture, due tovast amount of
associations related to agricute. Despitethis, the results of this research show some
similarities with the research of Hoving (201@) bothstudies inhabitants frequently mention
the openness, the agriculturaharacter,and elements like dwelling moungdmdicating that
the attitudes and ideas about the region have not changed drastically sinceRédfarkably,
the survey used in the reseen of Stoffelen et al.2020 research also encompasses three
additional municipalities namely: Bedum, Winsum and De Marhes is a prudent indication
that there are similar ssociations with the Hogeland region throughotite former
municipalities that make up Het Hogelar&l notable difference with the research of Hoving
(2010) is the frequency of associations in the intangible elements group. In Hoving (2010)
intangible elements likel w d4&dinthess) andW D ST St (Cazimdss R Mentioned

considerably more often.

The results of this research substantiate the argument of Buijs et al. (2002) and Hoving (2010)
that elements that associated with a region are interrelated. The frequently mentioned
associations categorized undepenness most probably result from the relative flathness of
the region and the absence of major tree growth. Openness emphasizes elements that in
environments with more relief would maybe draw less attention like dikésirches,and

dwelling mounds.
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7.1.3 Characterizing landscape elements

The second question of the survey by Stoffelen g8I20 asked respondents to what degree
twenty specified landscape elements characterize the Hogel@hdresults of this question
substantiate theassociations thiewere discussed previouslyhe landscape elements and the
corresponding mean scores are shown in tébl&s mentioned, this question and its structure

has been based on Hoving (2010). Respondents were asked to rate the landscape elements
on an ordinal sale from 15. 54 meaning that a landscape element is very characterizing, 3 is

a neutral score and-2 means that a landscape element was not characterizingukt be

noted that the mean scores of Stoffelen et #020 are somewhat lower than the ss
measured by Hoving (201(0)able 5)

The five highest mean scores will shortlydigcussed andompared to the research of Hoving
(2010) as theyartly reflect the regional consciousnessf inhabitants W5 A @ykSsyvere
attributed the highest scorelnhabitantsseem to consider dykes as a relevant identity marker

for the region. This is possibly also related to the research of Buijs (2002) and Hoving (2010)
who argue that that landscape elements are interrelat€dus elements with rekef stand out

in flat landscapes. This might also explain the relatively high scok¢do2 Y(tse¢s]

Other highly rated elements wet NJHz& (  (Pefce and fuiel) 1@t -ANGEISE S 2 LISY Y S
(grootschalige openheid). Inhabitants also frequenthentioned these elements in the

guestion about associations and the study of Hoving (2010) also shows relatively high scores

for these landscape elements. It can be argued that the spaciousness of the Hogeland region

can be considered as relevant marker floe regional consciousness of inhabitants.

Additionally, inhabitants stress the agricultural character of the region. Agriculture had a
relatively high mean score of 4,2 and agricultue¢ated associations were mentioned most

in the first question othe survey. This shared agricultural character has also been used as
argumentation why the BMWE were a good fit for each other (Zienswijze op
Herindelingsadvies, 2017). These high scores and the use of this by municipalities reflect that

agriculture is rgarded as a kegnarker for the Hogeland identitgliscourse.
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Table 5: Landscape elements and corresponding mean sconeslians, modesScores from
Hoving (2010) in italiSourceHoving, 2010Stoffelen et al.2020

Landscape elements

Dijken

Rust en stilte

Bomen

Akkerbouw
Grootschalige openheid

Boerenerven
Bruggetjes

Pel/ graanmolens
Kwelders
Wierden

Kerken

Monumentale boerderijen

Borgen

Sluizen

Kronkelende sloten en kanalen

Duisternis
Ruilverkavelingsbosjes

Verkavelingspatroon
Moderne windmolens
Steenfabrieken

Rechte kanalen en sloten

Megastallen

Mean

4,56(4,4)
4,25(4,7)
4,19(3,6)
4,17(4,3)
3,95(4,4)
3,89(4,2)
3,81(4,1)
3,80(3,9)
3,76(4,1)
3,75(4,4)
3,74(4,4)
3,73(4,5)
3,73(4,3)
3,58(3,4)
3,55(3,9)
3,40(4,0)
3,01 (X)
2,98(x)
2,9(3,1)
2,69(2,7)
2,66(2,8)
2,26(2,0)

Median

5(5)
5(5)
5(4)
4(4)
4(9)
4(4)
4(4)
4(4)
4(4)
4(9)
4(9)
4(9)
4(4)
43
4(4)
4(4)
3(X)
3(x)
3(3)
33
303
2(2)

Mode

5(5)
5(5)
5(3)
5(5)
4(9)
4(9)
44)
4(9)
4(9)
4(9)
4(9)
4(9)
4(9)
4(3)
4(9)
5(5)
3(X)
3(x)
3(3)
3(2)
3(2)
1(D)

35



Even though regional consciousness is subjective (Paasi, 2011), this chapter based on the
research by Stoffelen et aR@20, has shown the generglerception of regional identity by
inhabitants ofHet Hogeland. A general understanding of the discourse that is in place will help
to understand the practical implementation of sociocultu@nnectionswhich will be

discussedater in this thesis.

7.2.1 Prelude to change

This section will elaborate on theontext and the runrup to the municipal merger-rom
around2008 moperationwas established betweemultiple municipalities in the province of
Groningen.At that moment in time most municipalitiedid not have positive attitude

towards merging into a larger municipatity

Actually the tone was, like | interpreted it, like we dotnvant to merge but we do
want to cooperate (K. Rutgers, Alderwoman of Hdbgeland andormer councilor of
Bedum)

Municipalitiesgenerallyadvocated the SETA modélK A OK Y SFya WQ{ Il YSy S\
(Togetherbut separatelywhich is illustrated by té following quote

This implied that one predominantly steers towards official (ambtelijke) cooperation.
Because | saw the vulnerability of civil organizations of small municipalities which got
more and moretasikb O X0 {2 L | & & dzY S ativé&dould canthueO 2 2 LIS N

to exist independently as municipality. (R. Michels, former mayor of Wihsum

CGooperation was recommended by théreniging van Groninger Gemeent(VGGhecause
municipalitiesdid not have administrative capacity to deal witla growing amount of
responsibilitieghat resulted from decentralizatio(Grenzeloos Grunnen, 2013q the goal
of cluster cooperation was to create more resilient administrations Wete able to deal with
these reponsibilities.Municipalities for examplecooperatedin terms of their ICT an#iR

departments.Cooperatiorpartnerswere based on clusters of municipalities that have similar
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characteristicsAn example of a cluster was the BMWunicipalities Bedum, delarne and
Winsum. These municipalities largely hsichilar population sizes,settlementdistribution,
andsocietalissuesRemarkably,tlie former municipality of Eemsmonehich has merged into
Het Hogelandwas assigned to the DEAL clustéDelfzij, Eemsmond, Appingedam and
Loppersum).Even thoughcluster cooperation slightlyreduced the vulnerability of small
municipalities itdid not provide theintended results. In 2013 commissionBestuurlijke
toekomst Groningewas instated in order tevaluate the sustainability of cluster cooperation
in Groningen.Cooperationbetween BMW, for examplelacked mutual trustand goals
(Grenzeloos Gruren, 2013) Oneremarkable downside of the DEAL cluster was that the
municipality of Eemsmond was not invel in al partnerships because of their sociocultural
and historical orientation on the BMW municipalitiéSrenzeloos Grunnen, 2013}his isa
theme that also became apparent in the conducted intervie(gsee below) Additionally,
municipal councils had trouble tananimouslyagree with each other about isssike joint IT
and HR departmentsThis made interaction between municipalitiemngthy andlaborious.

Thisinfluenced the decisiomaking process in the municipalities:

S KS FSStAy3 FNAaSa GKIFIGd S RAR KAy3Ia G2
to slow things down. So considering decisions not only based on content but also on
proceia® o0X0 C¢KIFGQa oKSy @2dz IS4G GKS FANRID

merging after all(R. Michelsformer mayor of Winsum)

In 2013 the documenGrenzeloos Grunnemas presentedby this commissio. Next to an
evaluation of the troublesome situation, Grenzeloos Grunnen also provided
recommendations for the administrative future of Groningeburing this period of
cooperation, the national Dutch government initializeddecentralizationmeasures which
implied that various welfare systems were to be transferred to the municipal (@ezlouw,
2018). Spbhased ondecentralizationand thealreadyhard cooperatiorbetweenvulnerable
administrations Grenzeloos Grunnemecommendedmunicipalties to mergeinto more
resilient configurations The recommendation of merging is mainly based on rational
economic considerationsAt this point nunicipalitieswere, althoughto varying degrees
convinced that a merger was inevitablBespite his municipalities initally did not harbor

positive feelings towards a potential merger.
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7.2.2 Configuration discussions: Together but in what way?

Following the Grenzeloos Grunnpablication municipalities in Groningestarted to consider
potential merger configurations The documentadvised on potential combinations of
municipaliies that had preference becausef their hypothetical resilience and shared
characteristics Some configurations will shortly beexplainedbecause this contexpartly
reflects tre regional identitydiscourses that were and maybe still are in plaGgtional
configurations differed from municipality to municipality and preferenoésouncilsgreatly
variedover the yearsThe configuration discussiofasted long and did not prove toe very

productive

hyteé (KSy GKS oFddftS F2NI b2NIKSNY DNRBYyAy3
the interests as well as the contrasts were fairly larBe Michelsformer mayorof

Winsum)

One of the configurations thatvas discussed over the course of a few years wasGhea
combination of two of the recommendationsom Grenzeloos GrunnerG7would have
consistedout of sevenmunicipalities Delfzijl, Eemsmond, Appingedamppersum, Winsum,
Bedum and de MarneG7 would have become a particularly large municipality which
stretched out from theEemsDollard estuaryto Lauwersoog The G7configuration was
discussed thoroughlfrom in the period 20132016 (Figre 3). Relevant for this research is
why ultimatelythis configuratiorwasnot opted for.Because @nfiguration discussnsalready
lasted toolong the initial deadlines from Grenzeloos Grunneould not be madeNot all

municipalities were comfortable with a migipality as large as the?G

Well the most important reason for resistance was that it (G7) was way too large. A
AAIALYGIGAO INBF gAGK FEY2ad dnonn AYKFEOAGLlY
Because | foresaw that that contact between the adniraison, with that | also mean

parliament, and inhabitants would heavily diluteR.( Michels former mayor of

Winsum)
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And from the perspective of the municipal council it would have become too large with
Loppersum, Appingedam and Delf£Kl. Rutgers, Alderwoman of Hdbgeland and

former councilor of Bedum)

These statements correspond with thesearch of Zimmerbauer et al. (20E2)d Terlouw and
van Gorp (2014who mention he growing distance betweeadministrations and local
communities in amalgamated municipalitiazentually it became clear thahe G7option
would not gain enough supportMeanwhile time was running short and provincaid
national governments were pressing municipalitiesdecide This is wherother smaller

configurations rapidly became viable options.

Initial cluster Cooperationin  Document ‘Grenzeloos Discussions onvarying
cooperation as varyingcluster ~ Grunnen’ by commision merger configurations
adviced by VGG to configurations  ‘Bestuurlijke toekomst - G7
handlerisingpresure - DEAL Groningen’ recommends - BMW
on publicservices - BMW municipalities to merge - BMWE
: : | : >
2008 2008 - 2013 2013 2013 - 2016
Town councils of Bedum, de Provincial council IM: Presentationof ~ Implementation of
Marne, Winsum and confirms that the name ‘Het Hogeland’, position paper ‘Visie
Eemsmondunanimous BMWE configuration selected througha Ruimte’
confirm the intention to haslong term public poll
merge into one municipality potential
| " " | " .
I N N I N N L
2016 May October 2017 March May
IM: a new municipal IM: new municipal Municipality ‘Het IM: Chain of office is
logo has beenchosen  armsis publicly Hogeland’ officially officially presented
through a public poll presented becomes operational to mayor
| % % | * * >
2018 March November 2019 January March

Fig. 3:Timeline merger municipality Het Hogeland. Timeline includes practical identity rel

decisions and subjects (IMdentity marker)

Meanwhile, he municipalities Bedum, de Marne and Winsum (BMWHo already had
cooperated in a cluster became more etmced that a smaller BMW municipality was the
answer.The BMW however,felt that the combination otheir municipalities would not have

enough administrative powerin relation to the size of other susunding municipalities.

39



Therefore,BMW wanted to include Eemsmond to safydtheir position asmunicipality and

to avoid creating a mismatch tarms ofadministrativepower.

6X0 OGKFG Ffaz2z Aa 2yS 2F GKS ONRGSNRI GKIF
between the different municipalities in the samegion? The power relations.R.

Michels former mayor of Winsum)

Additionally, it became apparent that the BMWbuld not havethe financial strengttio be
sufficiently operational.This lack can be explained by the relativébyv incomes from
municipal taxes which is caused igyativelylow entrepreneurial activity in the BMW region.
Selecting Eemsmontirstly wasa rational decisiorio evenout the power relations in the
region. The surrounding municipalities would have become too largeterms of

administrative power whickvas regarded as undesirable.

Grenzeloos Grunnen (201Bad already recommended BMWE municipality. Only in their
recommendation they argued thahe Eemshaven, de industrial part of Eemsmamduld
merge with the Delfzijl to unify theharbor areas. Thisational economicdivision led to
resistance ireemsmondSome fractions in the Eemsmd council preferred the inclusion of
Eemshaven should they merge with BMW. This was based not only on economic

considerations but also asocioculturaldiscourses:

2 KSy @2dz FaadzyS 'y SO2y2YAO LISNELISOGAQDS &
who ownsii KS KI NP2NE Ay 5SftFiAcft yR Ay 9SYa
| 26 SOSNE AYyKFIOoOAGFIyGa R2y Qi KI @S FyedKAy3
have more with a regional sensiE. Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het Hogeland and former

councilor of Eemsnmal)

This quoteindicatesthat there was an established sense of region in Eemsnatraalit the
Eemshavenwhichinfluenced the configurations discussigidermanDijkhuislinks thisfirstly
to the pride of inhabitants regarding the development of tBRemshavenMany nhabitants
have seen the Eemshaven develop frempty land toa bustling harbowith a grong strategic

importance. Secondyistorical regionabrientationis mentioned asrgument forsentiments
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aboutthe Eemshavelfsee 7.3.2.)Even tlough initially the choice for including Eemsmand
BMW/(E)vas based omational aspirationsregional identity discourses also have shown to be

relevant in the configurations process

So we have chosen for the sociocultural side and not for the econgidec This while
the whole discussion initially was about econosi(E. Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het

Hogeland and former councilor of Eemsmpnd

In May 2016, the councils of the BMWE unanimously decided the intention to merge into one
municipality (Figre 3). The provinciakxecutive councivhichinitially supported the division

of Eemsmondwere not in favor of this solution and requested a writtdocument that
showed whya BMWE municipality ould be a viable option. At this point sheed
characteristics became increasingly relevamtonvince the provincial executive counail

the resilienceand coherencyof the BMWE The BMWE designed th&## %A Sy a g A 21 S
K SNR Yy RSt R2¢13)an whighitiiy €Xplain several characteristics whitgy thave in
common. In this document the municipalities stress, among other things, their shared
historical ties with the Hunsingo region, which is the name of an administrative region from
the Medieval period. Furthermey it stresses the agricultural checter and rural settlement
structure as shared elements (Zienswijze op Herindelingsadvies, 2ZX&)configuration
discussion shows that shared characteristics become increasingly important to foster support

for merging among varying stakeholders.

However, based on the interviews it can stated that implementation of sociocultural
connections was not the main concern during the merger. Instead most issues and invested

time related to the organizational and rational economic aspects ofibaicipal merger.

In that sense they were critical about it [practical implementation sociocultural
O2yySOiGA2yasod OX0 | 26SOSNE K2g R2 @2dz KI
counters open in January? That all is a thousand times more impgofa. van der

Gugten, Assistant to the program manager)
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But | doubt whether that practically got a lot of attenti¢k. Rutgers, Alderwoman of

Het Hogeland and former councilor of Bedum)

These quotations show that the practical and organizational @spgche merger relatively
playeda more emphasized role in the process. Practical aspecksup a lot of the time and

energy of municipal stakeholders.

Yes, eventually you just see, when looking at the time investment, that the merger
process itselfin the organization takes up about eighty percent of the energy of

everybody.(R. Michels, former mayor of Winsum)

Interviewees indicated that the fusion of four organizations is complex and-¢mnsuming
process to do in two years while remaining fupail. Aligning goals and joining departments
can cause friction which makes the organizational aspects predominantly relevant. Shared
sociocultural connections plag a small role during the merger process, however,

interviewees indicatd that it wasa siquificant role nonetheless.

Il Oldzr t e (GKA&A wNBIA2YyIlIE ARSyGAGes Aa GK
SELINBaargSte Ay GKS YSNHSNI LINPOSaad . SOI d:
Identity plays a leading role in that, a vision IR&imte is defining in shaping that

process(R. Michels, former mayor of Winsum)

Michels stresses thienportanceof a shared identity narrative. TliwcumentRuimte(2017)

the position papeHet Hogelandas ceated, reflects the goals of the new municipality. This
future oriented narrative has been the basis for cooperation for both organizational and
identity aspects of the merger. From an organizational perspective it has been mobilized as

foundation for newpolicy. From an identity perspective it has been used as guideline.
After the approval of te Zienswijz€2017)by the provincial boarth October 206the BMWE

set a merger deadline for January the first of 2018is left two years$o structure the meger

and join the organization8efore elaborating on the practical implementation of sociocultural
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connectionsan estimationwill be made of the levels of resistandsefore and during the

mergerprocess

7.2.3 Resistance to the Hogeland merger

Resistanceéo municipal amalgamations are generaligsed on either rationaéconomic or
sociocultural objections(Terlouw, 2016; Zimmerbauer et al., 201ZRationaleconomic
objections are often related tgublic services andcale enlargementvhile soci@ultural
objections are grounded inneemotionalrelation to a region or placeA remarkable result
from the interviews isthat socioculturalobjections were hardlynentioned as a cause for
resistance in the Hogeland mergdtlowever, wo interviewees mentn Bedum as place
where sociocultural based resistance was mpresent than in otheformer municipalities
Theyarguedthat in Bedum were higher levels of resistance becausedigyot been through
a municipal merger in 1990 while all othBarmer municipalitiesin the region had been.
Becauseof this Bedummers supposedly had a more rooted regional identity that went back
to the nineteenth centuryAdditionally,according tadifferent geomorphological perspectives
on the Hogeland, Bedundoes not bebng to the region However when asked about

resistancen Bedum thdormer councilwoman othe municipality oBedumput it differently:

| hardly noticed thatOn average people did not see the use of a merger. And indeed
the fear: will mya SNIWA OS&a aidAtt o06S | OOSEARumdrsSK 2 2y

Alderwoman of HeHogeland andormer councilor of Bedum)

Inhabitants worry that a municipal merger will affect the services that they are used to.
Rationaleconomic considerations likeworry about public services and scale enlargement

played a predominant role despite the incorporation of sociocultural elements

For the inhabitants the painfydart was; the municipality is further away from us.X 0
this has to do with scale and the scalfthe municipality Maybe you knew a civil
servant personally and then you knew: | need that person for a pefitvan der

Gugten, Assistant to the program manager)

43



If you just ask someone on the streetsvilha § KS@& FAYR AYLERNII yio
when will my street by redeveloped? Or what about the waste collect{&n®ijkhuis.

Alderman of Het Hogeland and former councilor of Eemsmond

Inhabitants seems tanostly worry about the practical side of thmunicipal mergerThis
showslinks with the research of Zimmerbauer et al. (2012)pvainguethat the provision of
services can explaircavism against deinstitutionalizatiomterviewees additionally stressed
that inhabitants did not always seem to bery interested in merger discussiomsterviewees
additionally stressed that kaen in the runup tothe merger the municipal governments tried
to involve inhabitants, they did not always seem to be very interestedw inhabitants
showed up at the public meetings about the merdgeterviewees linked thisndifferencyto
the bureaucratic nature of thenerger plansand that apart fronservicerelated objections it

does nottouch their dayto-day lives

That was a real eyeopener for me. We saw, subsequently, that in the small settlements
the attendance was proportionally higher but still low. The only settlement with high

attendance was EzingeR.(Michelsformer mayor of Winsum)

Smilarto Zimmerbauer et al. (2012)ot all activismcan be explained fronrational economic
objections.Resistance based on sociocultucahnectionswas relativelyminimalin most of
the Hogeland regiorin Ezingehowever, inhabitantsdid show resistance which was based on
the regional identitydiscourse in the settlementltimately this has resulted in a border
correction making Ezinge part of municipality Westerkwartidich iswest of Het Hogeland.
This border correctionn the region of MiddagHumsterlandwas a significanttheme in the
mergerprocess and wasrequently mentionel by interviewees asnost notable form of

resistanceTherefore this will be discussed methoroughly in the next section.
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7.3.1The stickiness of Middag-Humsterland

Middag Humsterland isituated west in the former municipality of WinsuffRigure 4). The

former municipality has itborders beyond the Reitdiep river in the we&rom historical

Legend N
[CJHet Hogeland A

Het Hogeland

Westerkwartier

---------
b et M s

00,512 253

-— — Kilometers

Fig. 4 Map showing the border correction in Middd&tumsterland.

perspectivethis region belongto MiddagHumsterland. Middagdiumsterlandis a national
landscapewhich in the middle ages consisted out 0fK S (¢ 2 RARREMED 27T
W| dzY a U .$iNtbricayfotQremainto play a role in théocal communitiesThe unification

of MiddagHumsterland was already being discussed when the merger was in the

configuration phase

One of the first signals that explicitly came forward from the community tvasin
Ezinge they stated; if it comes to a municipal merger a historical mistake Hzes to

righted. R. Michelsformer mayor of Winsum)

In 1990 MiddagHumsterlandwasdivided over separate municipalitie&fter the region had

lost its statutory status regional consciousness remainéal be based on the old Middag

Humsterland regionThis phenomenonof ties withinstitutionalized regions from thpasthas

been observedand conceptualizethy Zimmerbauer et al. (2013@p stickiness of regiondt

can be argued that Midday dzY A 4 SNI YR ¢ & (2 Rhe Olabintsdfy RS 31
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this regionmade knownto the mayor of Winsunthat they preferred torejoin the Middag
Humsterland regionThe major part of Middagiumsterland wagyoing to be part of the
municipality WesterkwartierThe stickiness of Middagumsterland can possibly be explained
by the concepts ofsoft and hardened places by Zimmerbauer et al. (20Middag
Humsterlandhas hardenedover time, dating back to the Middle Agesnplyingthat the
municipality of Winsunon the contrary institutionalized in 1990can be regarded as a soft
layerover theexisting regional systemff must be notedthat multiple regioral systemsan
exist in pardlel, however some are stickier than othe(gimmerbaueret al, 2017).The
municipality of Winsum due to iteelatively short existence and lack cdmmon historical
roots did not become aregion people in MiddatgHumsterland identify with.Middag
Humsterland seemdto be deeply embedded in the regional consciousness of the inhabitants
of the region which might explain whythe communityin the MiddagHumsterland region

remain to identify withthe region

And that people in terms of identity and experierfeét more for the Westerkwatrtier.
Inhabitants felt more Westerkwartierder than Hogelandst@R. Michels former

mayor of Winsum)

Early in the merger process tHermer mayor of Winsumndicated thatthe muncipality
would aim to respect the wishes of its inhabitantsleiting them choose Wich municipality

they wanted to kelong ta

We have had elections fothat, because we wanted Middagumsterlandto be
together agairas cultural landscapéV. SorgdragefGold/silver smith and inhabitant

of Westerkwartier)

Whenthe BMWE merger was approved by the provincial executive cotineimunicipality
organized elections in the region west of the Reitdiep riVéiis is a indicator that regional

identity has been taken in account from an early stage ofntieeger process

TKFEGQa gKSy @&2dz 3Mhaiplatekdo peopld 2dgify \&itD yoi khoiv®
You could see it nicely reflecteth Ezinge was large majority in favor of joining
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Westerkwartier, in Garnwerd ultimately was justhe majority and Feerwerd was in

between. R. Michelsformer mayor of Winsum)

The election $iowed a gradual resulshowing thatsettlements near Westerkwartiewere
more eager to join Middag¢iumsterland than inhabitants near Winsymow located in Het
Hogeland) Firstly, his indicates that inhabitants donot necessarilyidentify with the hard
borders of institutionalized regionsubstantiating theargumentof Zimmerbauer et a(2017)
that multiple regional systems exist in oggatiality. Secondlythe election resul show links
to the relational perspective on regional identitiorders are, from this perspective, no
exclusive differentiators but porous lines where multiple identities ovef(Rpasi, 2011)t
can be argued thathis is visible in the gradual res@itom the election. Feerwerd, where the
results weremoredivided, could be regarded as a place whegional consciousness related
to MiddagHumsterland and the Hogelarmalerlaps.By dlowing inhabitants todecide over
the administrative future of their regiothe municipality of Winsunpreemptively weakene

the levels of resistance.

Another exampleof resistance however not located in Het Hogeland, is the village
Middelstum. In Mid@lstum a similasituation occurred as in MiddagumsterlandThe village
located southeast of Het Hogeland is part of the municipality of Loppersum which is planned
to merge into municipality Eemsdelta in 2021. Some interviewees, however, indicated that
Middelstum does not feel connected with the municipality they are now part of and the one
they will be part of in the futureThere was a call from inhabitants to allow the villag&ave

elections aboujoining the municipality Het Hogeland.

In a whilethey have to get their passport in Delfzijl. Wéhat feels completely
unnatural. You caalmosttrace that back to the old region of Fivelingo and Hunsingo
¢ KSNBEQa i 2hy Buidscapy. 8. Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het Hogeland and

former counciloof Eemsmony

Even though Middelstum was not permitted ttecide over their administrative futuret is
interesting to study the motives behind #n positive attitudes towards Het Hogeland.

Stickiness of these ol@dgions has already been mentioned asexplanation forthe border
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correction in MiddagHumsterland. A topic that has been mentioned frequently by
intervieweesis the rooted orientation of the region they live in. Thepecificallyhas been
mentioned asan explanatiorof why the current configuration has been chosen and ey

border correction has taken placerhich is why it will be elaborated on next.

7.3.2 Collective memories and rooted regional orientation

Several intervieweestressthe presence of a rooted regional orientatiom Het Hogeland
which is based on historical notions agpelomorphological characteristics of the landscadpe.
the middle ages three lge administrative areas Filgo, Hunsingo and Westerkwartjexhich
were @lled the Ommelandeiithe surroundings landsBoth the geomorphological and the

administrative Hogeland region largely overlap with thensingaegion(Figure 5 and).

036 2 18
s Kilometers N

D

Fig. 8 Current administrative border of
(Hunsingo in yellowgource: Beckeringl1781)in Hillenga municipality Het Hogeland.
Reinders and van der Woud (2016)

The administrative areas north of the city of Groningdirhad an orientation towards the city
where goods were tradedOver timenorth-south orientedconnections towards the city came
into existenceFirstly, these connectionare vigble physicallyin the infrastructural structure

that is oriented towardsGroningen.

There just is a roadtructure and a waterwagtructure. Somethinghat has its origins
in the developing aregdevelopment of the Hogeland regianfndin one way or
another we alfollow that structure (E. Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het Hogeland and former

councilor of Eemsmond)
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Physical structurewith a north-south orientationmake that inhabitantsare mostly directed
to the city of Groningen instead of settlements east arebt. Secondly, lte historically rooted
physical orientation in terms of infrastructurarguably, becamembedded in theregional

consciousnessf inhabitants.

So the area oEemsmond is very orientated on the city (Groningen), Bedum and
everything tha s in between. It just has nothing to do with Delfzijl or Appingedam in
terms of hdzY 'y NBf | 0A2yad ¢KSNBQa I Oddzatte Iy

Oosteinde(E. Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het Hogeland and former councilor of Eemsmond)

AD 2 BSYSY inkigoie @D QP QO Yy 06 S NI JdomdR BeRveeh gegions thatS y G I f
does is not bound taecent administrative borders of municipalitie§.he northsouth is
strongly emphasized by theterviewee as something that is generally expeded.However,

regionalconnections are nobnly north-south oriented.

| 26 SOSNE ( K SonBettiandketiver2theseti@n@ris Admittedly limited,
but they do exist and that plays a significant rdleXSothe last 25 yearadministrative
crossconnections werewithin the Hogeland area. With Westerkwartier they were

actually minimal(R. Michels, former mayor of Winsum)

Theadministrativecrossconnections that are mentionedere mainlybetweenvillages in the
former municipalities, but also betweeformer BMWE municipalitiesthat make up Het
Hogeland Crossconnections generally stayed within the area now consists of Het Hogeland.
Remarkable is that the Hogelabdrders more or less correspondth the Hunsingaegion.

It could be arguedthat the Hunsingo region is sticky to such a degree thatill influences
recent politics and cooperation partnerbhe Hogeland and Hunsingce historical narratives
whichare commonlyused In the region sems to be a collective notion tiie Hogeland and

to lesser extent Hunsing@®@oth names have beeactively used irthe mergerprocess(see

7.4.1).

Solidified connections that are part of the landscaged the influence on the regional

consciousness of inhabitantsin be linked to the territorial perspective on regional identity
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The Hogeland regioand the connections in place are the product of the path dependency of
culture, politics, and economicsJones and McLeod (204) refer to this as the source of
regional identity A territorial perspectie, accordingZimmerbaueeet al.(2012) views regional
identity as a more or lesfixed and stable phenomengrproduct of a set of regional
characteristics This perspectivean be recognized inthe following quotefrom one of the

interviewees

And you see that e Hogeland and the Hogeland starts juspast Winsum
geographically speakingthere you see that there has been way moland
consolidation. Butthere you alsofrequently see those stretched out lands. That

creates adifferent type of inhabitant(R. Michels, former mayor of Winsum)

This suggests thatharacterizing landscape eentsinfluencethe regional consciousness of
inhabitants. Thereby, thisintervieweg argues in line wittthe territorialist perspective on
regional identity.From this perspectiva region, the Hogelandin this case, isseen as a
container of a specifieegionalidentity (Prokkola et al., 2015). Howevérokkola et al. (2015)
arguefrom a relational point of viewhat place and region are an arena for multiple identities
and thatregional identity is only of the identés of peopleBut why then do people continue

to identify with the region they live in?

tA Ay Qi GKS OFasS FryeY2NB GKI (i o2 NfaRiew SO2YS:
narrows down.6 XReople arein search of something that binds thetE. Dijkuis.

Alderman of Het Hogeland and former councilor of Eemsmond)

This quoation strondy links to the work of Maffesoli (1996who coined the term neo
tribalism to explain the innate need of peopleitentify with a relatively tangible groughis
explains why peoplaho are often able to identify with a wide varietf places and things,
whether theyare tangible or digital, chose to identify with theregionor the municipality

they live in in this case Het Hogeland

This discussioon orientation show that intervieweeshere isacollective sense of regionality

in the Hogeland regiorThe region arguably is a site of @tive memoryRaivo, 2004\vhere
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more recent differences in collectiveemory (i.g. in the political landscapelay a smaller

role for the identificationprocess of inhabitants

Apart from the history and statutory functions of municipalities, identification with
municipalities can be explaindry symbolization (Zimmerbauer, 2012). Symhboiked tothe
collective memory like a coat of arms (Zimmerbauer, 2012) and psjeecific names
(Williams & Stewart, 1996)can potentially be mobilized by administrations, in this case
municipalities, to tie inhabitants to a spatial configuratidinis section will discugsactical

examplef incorporation of regional identity biylet Hogeland.

7.4.1 Naming Het Hogeland

The first practical example afigorporation of regional identitys the selection of the name
for the municipalitylnMarch2017,thenameW| S | @ 3Kdenlclyosen by inhabitants
through a public pollinhabitants had the option to choose between Hogeland, Marenland
and HunsingoMarenland, not mentioned beforegfers toW Q Y | , M&vofdIrom thedialect
of Groningen for the waterways and streathat characterize the landscap&larenlandhen
translates to lanaf streamsWith 71%0MHRgelan@ada cleamajority of the votegDagblad
van het Noorden, 2017pecond was Hunsingath 16%andthird Marenlandwith 13%.That
Hunsingo came second might be due to thescribedstickiness of this historicaégion. The
outcome with Marenland and Hunsing, however, diffet much.Thepotential namesither
refer to old administrative region or geomorphological features of the landsc#pe.
commission ofnhabitantsvarying in age and gender had been selectgdh® municipality
which hasselect these names fromlistaround 240submissiongor potential namegDagblad
van het Noorden, 2017)The names on the shortlist werselected because they were

frequently mentioned and or because the commissidaund it characterizing for the region.

Knowing and using common or traditional place names is a reléaathie management of
spaces (Williams & Stewart, 1998Yilliams and Stewart (1998yguethat namesrepresent
a powerful link between people and placeNames symbolize historical narratives and

meanings which can be deeply embedded in the regional consciousness of inhabitants.
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BMWE decided that inhabitanshould be able tehoose the name they felt to be most fitting
for their new municipalityWhen aske@bout the relevance of letting inhabitants decittes

was sociocultural implementation watustrated

That isimportant because you try.. the namaso reflects a part of the identity.ike;
do | feel acknowledgedh X0 {2 Ay GKI (i epdogle addtidzheimdNE G2 )

the new municipality(R. Michels, former mayor of Winsum)

The acknowledgement of y K | 0 Jerdpattivés @n regional identitijas actively been
considered in the merger process through the selection of the name for the municipality.
Zimmerbauer et al. (201 provide an example of a case in Finland where place names had not
been taken in accouniThe disappearance of place namesusal dissatisfiedreactions and
was even interpreted as personal insult (Zimmerbauer et al., 20 This case the regional
identity discourse was not properly being considedktting a municipal merger. It can be
argued thata part of the regional idatity discourse in Het Hogeland has been recognized by
letting inhabitants decide about the name that symbolizes tmeimicipal region.Allowing
inhabitants to participate in the decisiormaking process, additionally, is a way to legitimize
the newly irstitutionalized region.Expressed consent, in this case community suppert,
necessary for the acceptancetbe new region (Beetham, 1991 in Terlouw@&n Gorp, 2014).
When talking about community involvement and communicatiefforts from the

municipalty one of theparticipantsstated the following

You could say they did their job well because in essence all the necessary information

was conveyed/Anonymous respondengilmproduce)
According to theénterviewees, peopl&d SY SN f f @ LI aAGAGBS Fo2dzi GKS
| 23St Oné RaRi€lpnt linked this positive attitude tistorical rootswhich are ashared

characteristic of the region.

But | do thinkit is anexpressiorof, what | said before, that theegion has anutual

coherence (E. van der Gugten, Assistant to the program manager)
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A name that refers to a shared historical symbol like the Hogetaigtit explain the general
acceptance of the namé\ext to this historicaémbeddedness of the Hogelamame, one of
the participants states thathe namerefers to something on a deeper emotional level

Something thatfor examplethe former municipalityof Eemsmond il not have.

It@ an appealingnotion. It has something horly; Het HogelandL i A ay Qi &2YS
created 0 Xldoesalso appeal to something different thamnly a spatial unit.(E.

Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het Hogeland and former councilor of Eemsmond)

The name Hogelandoes notonly refer to relatively highesituatedlands It also symbolizes
the connectioninhabitants have witimultiple materialand immateriathings that play a role

in the region.

That just happens todasong G KIF Q& | & OK Ziksere allkhingsQa |
people feel connected with(E. Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het Hogeland and former

councilor of Eemsmond)

The participantells howthe Hogeland nameymbolizegshe memoriesand ties people have
with things like going to school when theyeme young and visiting the museunthe
interviewee additionally,mentionsthesord WQS8f I FRQQ altad soddihihg thatl |
inhabitantshave a connection withThe soig describescharacterizindandscapeslements in
the Hogeland and the sing@réelation to it. This song is well known irheé region and
symbolizes the ties of inhabitants with the landscafée quotationindicatesthat the
Hogelandhame is deeply embedded in ttemmunity. The Hogeland arguably isharrative
based incollective nemory that is being mobilized tsuccessfullyfacilitate support for
municipal amalgamationThis substantiates the research of Raivo (200%) Stoffelen and
Vanneste (2018h which collective memory is seen as facilitator far ctossder cooperation.
Selection of the Hogeland name can be considered asitifdementation of thick identig,
identity which relates to traditionaand socioculturatharacteristic§Terlouw, 2012)Through
the public poll, inhabitants have decided $ownloadhe historicaly embedded Hogeland

to collective narrative.
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However, ithas to be noted that the Hogelangrnacularregion does not fully correspond
with municipal borders of Het Hogelantl large part oflie former municipalityf Bedum for
example was notlocated in the geomorphological Hogelarigespite thishe inhabitants of

Bedum voted Het Hogeland as municipal name.

| believe that the majority of thenhabitants of Bedumwvere fine with it. And well the
poll results were cleaThe people tht voted were involvedthe rest well they see Het
Hogelandreally as a municipality name. Buhey live in Bedum and they feel
Bedummer still.(K. Rutgers, Alderwoman of Hebgeland andormer councilor of
Bedum)

The majority of the inabitants of Bedunagreed with the name Het Hogelarmdso,in Bedum
Hogelandgot most votesThe quotation above, howevemdicatesthat not all Bedummers
felt heavilyconnected with the Hogeland namehe participanemphasized that Bedummers
will remainto identify with the settlement of Bedum instead of the larger Hogeland Refion.
hardened, local identities might also not disintegrate easitcal identity in Bedum possibly
is sticky to some degree which is wimpabitants do not feel the same connection with Het
Hogeland Despite this the Hogeland nanseemed to be accepted in the Bedum community,

if not asan identity marker hen solely as an administrative name.

Not all participants had positive reactions time selection of the municipality namd&he
following participant felt that connecting a nansed onsocioculturalconnectionsto an

administrative configuratiofs notdesirable.

It just feels a bit likd RSy (i A G §ust Uk& rBanyChrigtixnicelebrations are linked
to Germanic traditions(J.HoekstraEmployee Promotie Waddenland

The participantstressed that connectingraadministrativename wih region that does not
have a one n one match can be confusinDespite the generala@eptance of the Hogeland
name it also has its dowsides.This shows that identity politicsanbe a complex discussion

in which a full consensus probahi§il never be achieved.
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In the interviews | have tried to compare tteelection of the Hogeland nameith the
municipality of MidderGroningen which is located in the soutbast of Het HogelandA
similar public pollfor a new municipal name showettat 48% ofapproximately 8000
inhabitants voted for Midden-Groningenas opposed to 71% df7.500inhabitantsfor het
Hogeland Dagblad van het Noorden, 2016; Dagblad van het Noorden 20&&)turrrout in
Midden-Groningernwaslower despite the markedly larggropulationthan Het Hogelnd.Polt
results, additionallyshowa more unanimous outcome for Het Hogeland. Becanfsihis it
canbe prudently assumed that the regional identity discourse in Mid@oningen is at least
more diversified and divided between communiti€nly prudent assumptions can be made
becauseno interviews were conductedvith interviewees fromMidden-Groningen The
following was stated regarding the comparison between Mid@moningen and Het

Hogeland regarding shared sociocultural connections.

| can imagine that they did not had that cultucannectio? ® KA f S L R2y Qi
say it for MidderGroningen, buttan imagine that they hai mergedifferentregions
and that that is the reason why they selected this nar(te. van der Gugten, Assistant

to the program manager)

That[Midden-Groningen name} & yé&lyibased on its own distinctive chatadistic.

(E. Dijkhuis. Alderman of Het Hogeland and former councilor of Eemsmond)

Both intervieweesmphasizethat they havethe feeling that the MidderGroningen name
indicates that the region has #ack of sociocultural coherencerhe former BMWE
municipalitiesactively stimulated that theirfuture name wouldhave a stronger relation to

socioculturalkconnections
Because evenydnly very soonsall 6S Ydz Gy Qid KI @-Grodingeyi.l YS f )

Becausethd@®d | Yy I YS {(KI G @2dz R2y Qi adydiSg(R. 02y Yy S

Michels, former mayor of Winsum)
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Others were more positive about the selection of a name wittame vhich is less embedded
in the region.This interviewee stated thatetecting a name that referota clearly bordered

spatial unt might be a better option.

Thenl think that how they did it with MidderGroningen.. | think it is more logical,
completely unimaginative,but more logical. (J. Hoekstra,Employee Promotie

Waddenland)

Whensociocultural embedded are not usgithe interviewee argueshenit does not seem
like the municipalityactively chooses names with positive associations to create community
support. Doing this can, so it seems, come aboudiaguising the rationaéconomic nature

of the merger.

From the naming discussion can be derived that selectimgme with historically embedded
roots has been an active decision which has created relatively high levels of community
support Based on the interviews, it seems that the inhabitants of Het Hogeland generally have
a positiveassociation with the name anithe material and immaterial things it symbolizes.
Another active decision regarding the implementation of socioculttwahectionss thelogo

of Het Hogeland.

7.4.2 Selecting symbols; a new logo

Sociocultural similarities potentially enable crdssder governance structures (Blasco et al.,
2014).A merger process arguably is a process in waxistinggovernance structures have to
cooperate intensely in order to eventually merge into one single organizafiofacilitate
larger governance structureand to createinhabitant support collective narrativesre
mobilizedin the form of thick and thin identitieéTerlouw, 2009)Selecting a new municipal
logo requires the consideration afmbedded or newr more future orientednarratives
depending orthe goals of the cooperatiorSelecting a newnunicipal logo is an example of
selectinga symbolwhich should have a link ta collective narrativehat will be marketed

internally and externally.
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The municipality Het Hogeland thaelectedive of marketing/branding agencies to develop a
logo and corporate identitfor the new municipalityAt this point in time the municipality had
already developed the position papBuimte(2017) which was to be the basis of thvesual
identity of Het Hogeland. Aftea few selection round strategic branéigencyDizainwas
selectedto present twologosto the executive boardf the municipality and the program
manager of the mergetdowever,in order to create community support for thaerger, all
inhabitants of Het Hogeland were involvednttake a decision abouhe selection of a new
logo. A public poll wagrganizedso inhabitants could choose betwed#re twologos designed
by Dizain(Figire 7 and8). The developers of the logo wergitially not enthusiastic about
letting inhabitants decide about théesign Theircompany is specialized in identity creation
for organizationswvhich is a deliberat@and extensivgorocess They felt thatthat the most
fitting logo had to be opted for instead ofbecomnga competitionabout the most beautiful

logo.

Then yousearch for the most fitting creative translation, agdu let the decision
makers determine what that isYou know best what fitgou. (R. Blokzijl, Gowner

Dizain braneagency)

The developers, however, underline that they understobdttthe municipality had chosen

to involve inhabitants in this process.

In this case | understand the political forces that play a role in thisn Thyet that
creating inhabitant support is important. And one vision on creating inhabitant support

is: then we just let the people decide, rigfR. Blokzijl, Gowner Dizain branégency)

What this discussion shows is that the selection of narratossbe a complegrocess. By
allowing inhabitantsto participate in thedecisionmaking processcommunity support is
created. Howeverlike the developer, one might argue thathabitants might decide on a
more superficial basis because they were eaplainedan elaboraterationale behind the
232Qasx 2yfeé I aK2NIl RSaAONALIAZ2Y O
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The first logo (Figre 7), which has not been chosems an abstract representation of
spaciousnes@uimte). This logo is basesh the main theme of the position pap&uimtethat

had been developed in at start of the merger process.

This isabout space for many thing$So the literakpace but also the figurative space.
Space for each othgspace for you and the space for differencgs that there is room

for differences(R. Blokzijl, Gowner Dizain branégency)

Spaciousness iflustrated byplacingwooden posts that are found on the seashore of Het
Hogelandn perspectiveBy connectig this idea to pickegposts the developeaimedto mark
distance.This strong link to spaciousnessssmething that is frequently associatedth Het
Hogeland (Table 4). Space and opennespartly shape the regional consciousness of
inhabitants.The openess of Het Hogelandéstorically embedded in the region and can thus
be characterized as a thick identity elemeAtditionally,it can be arguedhat the rationale
behind this logo is mainly baseah afuture orientedthin identity as it illustrates theaim of
the new municipality to provide space for everyone to devetbpmselves spaceto be

themselves space for creativity etc.

Fig.7: Alternative logo Het Hodend. Fig.8: Selected logdiet Hogéand.
(low resolution) Source: RT\6dd, 201¢ Source: Stoffelen et al. (2020)

The second logo (Rige 8), which has ultimately been selected the logo for municipality
Het Hogeland is a more literal depictionidéntity elements ¢ KS f 232 Aa ol 4SR
t HoogelaandQly Ede Staal which has been mentioned befasea symbol fothe regional

identity discourse in Het Hogeland
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Because we actually said: EStaal has fantasticallgrticulatedthose characteristics

of het Hbgelandin this songR. Blokzijl, Gowner Dizain branggency)

The developerhave made a visual representation tifie things Ede Staal sing$ and put
themin a logo.Textbox Ishows thdyrics ofthe songin which the highlighted parts represent

elements that arellustratedin the logo(Figire 8).

t Is delucht achter Oethoezen

t Is ttorentje van Spiek

t Is de weg van Lains noar Klooster
En deur Westpolder langs de diek

t Binnen demeulensen de moaren
t Binnen dekerken en de boérgen
tIs t laand, woar ik as kind

Nog niks begreep van pienzofrgen

Dat is mien Laand.. mien hogelaand..
Het BinnerDe Meuln's.. t'binn de Borgen
Dat is mien Laand.. mien hogelaand..
Het BinnerDe Meuln's.. t'hinn de Borgen

t Is de waaitf is de hoaver
t Is t koolzoad in de blui

t Is dehorizonbie Roanum
Vlak noa n dunderbui

Dat is mien laand, mien Hogelaand.

t Is n mooie oavend in maai

n Kouhoust doekmrekt in tgruinlaand
Ik heb veur d'eerste moal verkeren
En vuil de vonken van dien haand

De wilde plannen dij'k haar
Komt sikkom niks meer van terecht
Totdat de nacht van t Hogelaand

n Donker klaid over ons legt
t Is n doevetil, urpsstroat
t Is n olde bakkerij
t Binnen degrode boernploatsen
Van Waavum, Oskerd, zo noar Meij

Dat is mien laand, mien Hogelaand

Textbox 1] @ NA O&a WQU | 2 2 Fofd chotuy diniéll)Landscapee@mehts th
have been included in the logo (Fig. 6) are highligh®&ource: Bker, 2018

The song is written and sung in the dialect of the region, het Gronings or Grunnegsirgsal

in a variation on the dialect, the Hogelaandsters, which is specific to the north of the province.
Elementdrom the lyricsmakeup aconsiderable part of thélustrations in the Hogeland logo.
First elementslike W3 NPo§ BJ/ L3t 2(larjeafaryisteadsand WRS K gHe @SN
emphasizeagricultural character which idrequently assciated with the Hogeland region

(Table 4)High mean scorefor agriculture related elementtke W] 1 S ND(@rodafming)
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and Wo 2 S NB (F&NdieSdg)@ table 5 reaffirms that agriculture is embedded in the
regional consciousness of inhabitan®econdlyopenness mentioned as the¢f dzOK G I OK
h S K2 &kydghdd Uithuizen) ant| 2 NA T 2y  qHor&on wt2Ranlagy 8lso
frequently associated witthe Hogeland (Table 4\ mean score of 3,%r opennessn table

5 additionally stressetss embeddedness in the regional cormesnessThird,elements that

link the built environnent are frequently mentioned in the song, however, less frequently
associated withthe region (Table 4)Mean scores indble 5, additionally show that
inhabitants findthe category¥ | S Nahd®y @yNdHaacterizing for the Hogeland region but
less so than the agriculturaind openness element#n openendedquestion in the survey
shows that agricultural and built environment elements in the lagjgn with the Hogeland
identity. This substantiates thatgriculture is a keydentifier in the HogelandOpennessvas
mentioned lesshowever,this mightbe explainedy the fact that cannot be clearly illustrated
opposel to agriculture and the built environmeniThe three themefave h common that
they refer to a thick identity, elementswhich are historically embedded in the region and
which might appeal to nostalgisentiments for inhabitants This potentially explainthe
general acceptance of the logo by inhabitamdsmean score 03,8 (fivepoint Likert scale)
indicatesthat inhabitants generally believe that the logo is an adequate representation of the

Hogeland identity.

The logo also depicts elements which dr@ve less ties to the history and culture of the
Hogeland regionThe developer of the logexplains themore future oriented rationale

behind these elements.
So,the Eemshaven, industry and the themenergy and sustainability absolutely had
to be incluakd [in the logo]. Because thahay well be the future of our municipality.

(R. Blokzijl, Gowner Dizain branégency)

We added a bridge, because a bridiyenbolizes building bridges betweeld and new

municipalities which now merge into ongR. BlokZij Coowner Dizain branédgency)

60



A boy with a kite can be recognized in the logi® is a symbol for the new young
municipality Het Hogeland, wheréhere are plenty possibilities forgrowth and

development.(R. Blokzijl, Gowner Dizairbrand-agency)

These @iture orientedelements aresporadicallyassociatedvith the Hogeland in the survey
results.However, tlese elementsymbolize the goals of Het Hogelarsldescribed ifRuimte
(2017).Future oriented symbols in the Hogeland narrativé to whatTerlouw and van Gorp
(2019 describe as thin identity, elements which are more @f rational economic nature
These elements, unlike thick identity elements, are not embedded in rigional
consciousness of inhabitants. They, however, seosgustify the developmentof energy
related industry in the Eemshaveand tostimulate the image of unity of the new municipality.
The thin identity arguablis only weakly connected to the thick identdjHet Hogeland. This
might explain whynhabitants relatively oftemention that the child with the kit¢N= 3} and
that windmills (N=32) i elements that do not align with the Hogeland identifihe next
most mentioned elements, for example, weitee sailboat (N=14) and churches (N=&)e
sailboat in the top left corner of the logo (big@ 8) might be explainedby the inward
orientation of the municipalityand that sailing on the Waddensea is rmotommonactivity.
This is more related tsailing andshrimp fishingon the Lauwersmere Coverage of the
respondents is relatively low in the far westtddét Hogeland were #nLauwersmeer is located
This, however, might be due to the low amount of settlementhis region.Inhabitants from
other parts of the Hogeland maybe do not identify with thelatively isolated fishing

community in the west of the municipality.

In case of the logo selection for the Hogeland, the municipality in cooperation of its ahtsbi
have actively chosen to incorporasymbols which are deeply embedded in the Hogeland
identity. Based on the survey by Stoffelen et 2020 similarities can be identified between
the logo and the regional consciousness of Hogeland inhabit&a®d on theinterviewsit

can be fated, similar to the namingprocess of Het Hogeland, thatinding inhabitantsn the
selection of a log®ignified a step tavards societalacceptance of the new administration.
Inclusion of socioculturatonnectionslike the historically embeddedness of agriculture and
opennesshas potentiallystrengthenedacceptance by inhabitant§uture oriented elements

in the logq however, areonly weakly connected to theegional consciousness of inhabitants.
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