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Framework 

Segregation in urban areas has been a long-standing key issue in social research. Despite the 

relatively low segregation levels in European cities (Iceland, 2014; Musterd, 2005), recent 

research illustrates how the urban social and spatial structure in developed Western countries 

has changed over the past few decades (e.g. Arapoglou & Sayas, 2009; Marcińczak, Musterd, 

van Ham, & Tammaru, 2015; Pratschke & Morlicchio, 2012; Swyngedouw & Baeten, 2001). 

The continuous and increasing international immigration into the European Union (EU) during 

the 20th century has resulted in a multi-ethnic society that faces enormous political, economic 

and social challenges (OECD, 2014; de la Rica, Glitz, & Ortega, 2014). The increasing public 

concern regarding the integration of these (new) migrant communities into the host society has 

given ‘immigration’ a prominent position on the political agenda (Friedrichs, Galster, & 

Musterd, 2003; Mateos, 2011). Specific settlement patterns and residential behaviour of 

international immigrants – often with a lower level of human capital – contribute greatly to the 

persistence of spatial disparities in terms of socioeconomic and ethnic characteristics (Bogaert 

et al., 2004; De Corte et al., 2003; Devogelaer, 2004; Grippa et al., 2015). 

Migration, however, is not an isolated process but coexists with other demographic components 

such as natural population change, including both mortality and fertility processes (Bailey, 

2012; Finney & Simpson, 2009; Stillwell & Duke-Williams, 2006). Due to the younger age 

structure of most of the ethnic minority groups, the process of natural population change 

potentially becomes of great importance in urban areas with a considerable (and growing) share 

of foreign-born with relatively young age structures. As such, natural increase is likely to 

become the main source of population change for diverse urban neighbourhoods (e.g. Johnson 



& Lichter, 2008). Conversely, the increasing assimilation of ethnic minority members could 

counterbalance this argument as their residential behaviour (Catney, 2015), fertility 

(Andersson, 2004; Mayer & Riphahn, 1999) and health behaviour (Vandenheede, Willaert, De 

Grande, Simoens, & Vanroelen, 2015) over time converges towards the native population. 

Urban areas are highly suitable for investigating population dynamics and patterns of 

segregation, since spatial and social unevenness is mostly observed in cities and migration rates 

are highest  (Bolt, 2009; Musterd, 2005; van Kempen & Özüekren, 1998; Whisler, Waldorf, 

Mulligan, & Plane, 2008). The differential spatial mobility among ethnic minority groups is 

supportive to the decision to focus our analyses on urban areas (Bolt & Kempen, 2010; 

Simpson & Finney, 2009; Stillwell & Duke-Williams, 2006).  

Aim 

Selective migration is put forward as a major contributor to the composition and distribution 

of the population and hence the fragmentation of urban areas. However, examining the 

composition of the population in specific spatial units essentially requires an account of all new 

entries and exits. As such, this study aims to simultaneously account for internal and 

international migration and natural population change, i.e. births and deaths, when probing the 

(changing) population composition and levels of ethnic segregation. Understanding the 

components of population dynamics of urban areas is important for development of theories of 

urban change in the context of super-diversity; for providing a more nuanced perspective on 

segregation debates; and for informing policy-makers of the processes that underlie changing 

populations as an evidence base for more appropriate interventions. 

Data and methods 

This research draws on a link between the 1991 and 2001 Belgian censuses. Both the censuses 

are individually coupled to information from the National Population Register by Statistics 

Belgium. The database is exhaustive, anonymous and comprises of a very rich set of variables, 

allowing for a detailed breakdown of ethnic background and migrant generations without 

losing any statistical power. The uniqueness of the data on a nationwide scale offers the 

possibility of identifying individual behaviour for each record in the population as well as 

determining overall population dynamics.  

The analyses focus on the metropolitan urban regions in Belgium, i.e. Brussels, Antwerp, 



Ghent, Liège and Charleroi. The ethnic composition of the population in 1991 and 2001 is 

compared for different urban areas, municipalities and/or neighbourhoods. Spatial segregation 

in municipalities and neighbourhoods in 1991 and 2001 is measured using traditional 

segregation indices, such as the index of dissimilarity, the P* index, the spatial proximity index, 

etc. These indices elucidate the degree of unevenness or separation for specific groups and 

allow tracing of the evolution of the geographical mosaic during the observation period. 

Observed changes are then explored, with reference to internal movements, international 

migration and natural population change. Decomposition techniques are applied in order to 

determine the contribution of each of the population dynamics to the observed population 

change.   

Expectations 

Given their specific migration history – former labour recruitment of lower educated migrants 

during the 1960’s and 1970’s –, the existence of a reversed social gradient in reproductive and 

health behaviour (Gadeyne, 2006; Skirbekk, 2008; Vandenheede et al., 2015) and the 

continuous marriage migration, we expect natural increase among Turkish, Moroccan and to a 

lesser extent Spanish and Italian migrants to contribute more to population change than is the 

case for other migrant groups in Belgian urban areas. In addition to this, based on the distinct 

international immigration to Brussels compared to other Belgian cities and different historic 

migration settlement patterns, it is hypothesized that the relative contribution of natural 

population growth and migration to changing composition and geography of the urban 

population differs between the urban regions (Figure 1). Furthermore, it is expected that 

considerable variability in the contribution of the different components is observed within 

urban areas, considering smaller spatial units (e.g. municipalities, statistical sectors) (Figure 

2).  

 

  

  



Figure 1. Total population growth, in Belgium and in the Brussels-Capital Region, 1989-

2010 

Source: National Register, author’s computations		
 

Figure 2. Population growth in the Brussels-Capital Region, by municipality, 1/1/2010 

 
Source: National Register, author’s computations 
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